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Chapter One


 


Damaris sank her fingers into the rich loamy soil,
relishing the feel of its warmth. She noted the texture, assuring herself it
was neither too sandy nor coated in clay or in danger of drying out, before
allowing a handful to fall back to the ground. The thorns caught at her tied sleeves
and brushed against the exposed skin of her forearms, but none bit her.


Brushing the excess soil from her hands, Damaris
straightened from her crouch and looked over the rest of the garden. Silver
rosebuds were just beginning to appear. Slower than last season’s blooms and .
. . Her gaze flicked toward the scattered patches of rose bushes she had pruned
down to their bases in a desperate attempt to save them for next year. If only
Baba were here, he would know exactly what to do to keep their roses from
dying. It was why he’d been so successful as a silver rose merchant, why the
flower traders in the cities had clamored to buy silver roses grown in Dumi
Desrosiers’ gardens.


Continuing to check the soil, Damaris tried to lose her
thoughts in the familiarity of working the rose crop. Winter had been harsher
than usual, even for their valley tucked in the northern mountains of Cian
Gwenith, almost too harsh to preserve their roses. A fact that would have
overwhelmed her, with the speed of a drake pouncing on anyone unfortunate
enough to be its prey, had she allowed it.


Then with her father . . . Damaris stopped and closed her
eyes as she took a long slow deep breath and then another and another until the
burning at the back of her eyes receded. Crying among the roses was no longer a
luxury she could afford. Not when she needed to focus on saving them. She ran
her fingers over one little bud that was showing more silver than the rest of
its fellows. The mere hint of silver was striking and promised to grow more so
as she gently cupped it between her brown fingers.


A small smile curved her lips as she remembered the sound of
Baba’s voice as he whispered about how higher contrast between colors only
enhanced the beauty of each. This rose would contrast beautifully with the
green of its leaves. Perhaps, she would sell its clippings wrapped in a dark
green cloth instead of burlap or mere ribbons. If it survived long enough to
reach its full bloom . . . Her smile dropped at the thought.


She shook her head causing a few tight curls to fall into
her eyes. She swiped at the hair with her wrist, attempting to avoid smudging
dirt across her forehead. Returning from the gardens with any smudges or
lingering soil and leaves was one of the swifter ways to draw Philippa’s ire.
Her lips twisted in a rueful smile as she admitted it was far more difficult to
gain her stepmother’s approval on anything than to find herself once more
targeted by the older woman’s increasing anger.


Then she clicked her tongue and murmured to herself, “Do not
be unkind, Damaris Desrosiers. We all grieve in different ways.”


She ran her fingers over the budding rose once more before
she whispered even more quietly, “I miss you, Baba.”


Shaking her head again, Damaris tried to lose herself to the
familiar work. She grabbed the shears from her basket and worked to clip any
shoots that had failed to sprout buds. Baba’s illness and then funerary arrangements
had depleted their household funds more than she liked. She needed to ensure
they had their best crop of silver roses to see them through the next year.
Damaris’ hand shook a little before she steadied herself. It would work,
Shaddai willing. There were only three of them since they had released all the
servants save for Philippa’s maid and the cook. And, Ella was small for a
fourteen year old . . .


Damaris frowned at the thought of her stepsister, the girl’s
fair complexion was too prone to painful burns beneath the sun to permit her to
help with outside chores, and she was simply too small to contribute much to
the household chores no matter how she tried. It would take little to push the
girl’s small frame to frailty if they suffered much hardship as far as rations.


She clipped another shoot, her mind turning over the
problems they still faced. Yet, she kept coming back to only two solutions.
Either she would manage to bring the roses to market in the summer and fall or
she would be left with no choice save to use her dowry and perhaps even sell
the manor to keep them from starving next winter. Of course, for either
solution to work, she would need to find a way to persuade Philippa not to
spend what was left of their household funds on the expensive fabrics and
impractical clothing the older woman so loved purchasing.


Her clipping slowed as she considered what else there was to
do. They had a few treasures or baubles remaining. Items her father had brought
back from his trips to the southern cities and Belfarad when he delivered roses
to various nobles. The ones who could afford the cost of transporting the
famously rare silver roses of Cian Gwenith from their natural groves in the
northern valleys. And, she still had some of her mother’s jewelry although its
Kushite designs would be easier to sell in the south of Cian Gwenith and in
Belfarad.


If she could persuade Philippa to clear out her and Ella’s
wardrobes of at least half the gowns too rich and fancy for the mountains, it
would go far in easing the strain. Another rueful smile curved her lips as she
continued pruning. Philippa would be more likely to release Cook from their
service than to give up any of her fine gowns. Or she would have another fit of
high dudgeon and break something they might need to sell later. There had to be
a way to better prepare for winter.


“Damaris! Damaris, where are you?”


She jumped at the call, and then hissed through her teeth as
she scratched herself on the thorns.


“There you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you, even
the stables!” Ella’s flushed countenance and bright eyes certainly attested to
the fact that the younger girl had been dashing about like a panicked rabbit.
Her blue eyes darted down and widened as the flush drained from her cheeks,
leaving her ashen, as she squeaked, “You’re hurt!”


Damaris quickly blotted the blood away with the underside of
her sleeves, awkwardly wiping her hand against her elbow, as she reached out to
steady Ella. “Nothing more than a bite from the roses. Now, why are you dashing
about like a chicken fleeing Cook?”


Ella chortled, a surprisingly throaty sound out of a girl
who looked as though a strong gust of wind could sweep her away. Still, Damaris
was relieved to see some color return to her cheeks. Having Ella faint in the
roses would mean experiencing rather unnecessary dramatics from Philippa for
the rest of the sennight, and they were only two days into it. Ella offered a
wide grin before she peeked over her shoulder and then turned back to Damaris
and said in a rush, “Mother wants to see you. She’s been calling for you.”


She managed to keep the confusion from marring her
expression by a hair’s breadth. Her eyes flicked to the manor before settling
on Ella once more. It was rarely a good thing when Philippa was . . . calling
for her. “Why did you come? We both know she would never send you on such an
errand.”


“Oh.” Ella’s expression grew a touch mischievous as she
added, “Well, Mother doesn’t like to be hoarse afterwards, and I wanted to
preserve her voice as any dutiful daughter would.”


Damaris’ lips curled in a faint smile. “If she ever heard
you use that tone, little miss, you would find yourself locked in the tower
like all the poor maids from your stories.”


Ella giggled as she reached to loop her arm through Damaris’
before she pulled back with a chagrined expression wrinkling her slightly
upturned nose. “You’d best wash up before Mother sees you, though. She has a
visitor.”


The word nearly made Damaris stumble before she corrected
herself. Ella was already skipping back toward the manor, utterly unaware of
her reaction, and she was glad for it. Visitors could mean anything from the
friends of Philippa, though they had long ago ceased coming up from the cities
to her well-aired dismay, to debt collectors. The latter was what Damaris
feared. She had been certain she’d collected and paid all of their debts.
Philippa had sworn that everything was in the box on Baba’s desk. Yet . . .


A small drop of doubt spread through her like rot through
the roots of a garden. Her hands curled into fists, partially hidden by the
folds of her apron and simple tan skirts of her overdress. She forced them to
relax and uncurl by the time she reached the well at the front of the garden.
Drawing up a fresh bucket, she quickly splashed away the remnants of soil
clinging to her hands and forearms before swiping at a few smudges on her face.
Then she patted at her hair, attempting to tame the thick tight curls into
behaving since she didn’t have time to adjust the bun she had pulled them into
that morning.


“Damaris, are you all right?”


She nodded as she began untying her sleeves, allowing the
linen to fall down to her wrists once more. “Of course. There’s nothing to fret
over, Ella.”


There was a silence, and she glanced over to see Ella
watching her with a furrowed brow and the tip of her tongue sticking out.
Ella’s look of concentration remained as amusing as it had been when she was
seven. Before she could ask what her little sister was thinking, however, Ella
abruptly said, “I think she’s found a suitor for you.”


Damaris’ fingers faltered a moment before she lowered her
gaze to the laces holding her other sleeve up. “Why?”


“I heard your name and something about a dowry mentioned.”
Ella’s blue eyes widened earnestly as she asked, “Don’t you want to marry,
Damaris?”


“Someday.” She paused and shook out her sleeve before
adding, “I am only turned sixteen. It’s another year before I am truly eligible
for marriage.” Noble born girls were more likely to be betrothed at 16, and at
times wed. Something that had grown more common in the years of civil war and
the immediate aftermath, though she’d heard that was no longer the case in
recent years unless a parent chose to allow the arrangement. As a merchant’s
daughter, she had another year before any man would look at her . . . or so she
prayed. 


“A long betrothal would be lovely,” the younger girl sighed.
“He could court you and bring you gifts.”


“What sort of gifts?”


“Jewelry naturally,” Ella replied lightly.


Damaris couldn’t help a soft laugh. “What would I do with
such finery?” Her gaze strayed to the roses around the well, these would bloom
in shades of red and pink and yellow and white. “I’d rather be gifted a rose.”


“What about a rose garden?” her sister asked with a knowing
grin.


Unable to resist her infectious grin, Damaris laid a hand
over her heart and raised the other to her forehead. “I should be bound to him
forever since he knows the truest way to my heart.”


She joined in Ella’s laughter, then shooed the younger girl
ahead of her. “We’d best hurry before your mother has a true fit over my
tardiness. And, don’t worry about suitors.”


“I am not the least worried,” Ella replied brightly as she
resumed skipping. “I shall marry a prince who is as handsome as he is kind and
brave.”


“A prince? What happened to a knight?”


“A prince would make Mother happier.” Ella waved over her
shoulder and dashed toward the manor. “Come on then!”


Damaris hurried after her, but didn’t attempt to run. She
couldn’t appear before Philippa out of breath any more than she could appear
covered in any trace of dirt from the garden. She stopped outside the kitchen
door to slip off the clogs that protected her leather shoes from the dirt and
mulch, then ran her hands over her dress once more. The plain tan kirtle lacked
sleeves, allowing the linen sleeves of her chemise to show. The simple look was
another one that Philippa did not much like when she saw Damaris. However,
leaving her waiting even further would not be worth the effort of running to
change into one of her better gowns. A feeling that was confirmed when Cook
nodded toward the interior of the manor from where she stood over Ella who now
sat on a stool drinking from a cup. There was worry in the older woman’s dark
brown eyes as she murmured, “Best hurry in. The mistress is nearly as shrill as
a cockatrice on her last call.”


Nodding her thanks, Damaris hurried out of the kitchen and
down the hall until she reached the stairs leading up to her stepmother’s
sitting room. She could hear the faint murmur of voices that went abruptly
silent when she knocked lightly on the door before opening it and stepping
inside.


“Finally! Where have you been? Not shirking your duties,
girl.” The sharp words contrasted with the elegance of the speaker’s attire and
posture. Rich dark blue wool of her bliaut contrasted with the white fur lining
her open hanging sleeves. The same smooth black hair she shared with her
daughter was gathered in intricate knotted braids though she covered her head
with a sheer veil attached to a silver embroidered blue ribbon instead of
wearing a wimple. Hooded blue eyes sparked with annoyance and even distaste as
they took in Damaris’ far simpler attire.


Damaris forced herself to maintain a pleasant expression as
she nodded to her stepmother. “No, Stepmother. I was in the gardens and didn’t
hear you.” The next words already tasted bitter, yet she needed to say them to
keep Philippa placated. She dipped her head once more as she added, “Please
forgive my tardiness.”


“A compliant girl, is she?” a new voice intruded, making
Damaris’ blood run cold. She slowly turned her head to meet the eyes of a man
who watched her like a hungry wolf. Howell. The clothing merchant came closer,
his bright green surcoat putting her in mind of the
venomous horned vipers that hid in rocks or even in the trees lining the lower
mountain paths. He circled her, looking her over as though she were a pony or
ewe brought to market. “Is she Kushite by sire alone or also the dam?”


“Both her parents were of Kush from what her sire claimed,”
Philippa said with chilling calm.


The change in tone was enough to make Damaris’ skin crawl.
She bit back a hot retort to the insulting nature of the conversation and
focused on her stepmother. The woman’s narrow chin was lifted high though her
eyes were hooded. Philippa kept her gaze on the circling merchant, looking
almost . . . eager and a touch desperate. What had she done?


Howell moved in front of her, cutting off her view of her
stepmother. He leaned in toward her, carrying the sour smell of boiled cabbages
with him, then dared to reach out and touch her hair.


Damaris slapped his hand away, narrowing her eyes at him, as
she hissed, “You forget yourself, Howell. I am not yours to touch.”


Howell took a small step back before he recovered. His eyes
hardened as his lip curled in a sneer. “You shall soon learn to control that
tongue of yours, girl.” He looked over at Philippa and gave a curt nod.
“Despite obvious flaws, I shall accept your offer, Lady Tremblay.”


The usual cut of hearing Philippa use her first husband’s
name was lost beneath a wave of unease that rolled over Damaris. An offer from
the clothing merchant . . . Howell didn’t make offers or bargains. It was why
she’d always been wary of how often he stopped to persuade Philippa to purchase
new and expensive fabrics. Something he was unfortunately talented in
achieving. She darted a glance at her stepmother. “What offer?” When the woman
didn’t respond immediately, she pressed again. “Stepmother, what offer is this?
What have you done?”


“I have saved myself and my daughter.” Philippa’s lips
thinned and her nostrils flared as she added through clenched teeth, “I told
you never to call me that. You are no daughter of mine, perhaps not even Dumi’s daughter. Perhaps, he merely picked you up in the
aftermath of one of his . . . trips. However, I remain your guardian.
Therefore, I am left to rid myself of your burden before you drag us into
poverty.”


Howell shoved a bundle of cloth into Damaris’ arms. “Change,
girl.”


She stared down at the unmistakable pale blue robe and cowl
of the indentured. Her mind went blank and the words she wanted to say melted
on her tongue. How could she be given these to wear? She was a freewoman, and
she had signed nothing . . . but guardianship . . . Damaris yanked her head up
to glare at Philippa. “I am turned sixteen and no longer bound to your
guardianship. You cannot sign any documents on my behalf as of five weeks
past.”


Philippa merely offered a cool smile. “Master Howell and I
made this arrangement and signed the documents on his last visit. Three months
ago.” She raised a carefully groomed black eyebrow as she added, “You were too
lost in your selfish dramatics to mind our visitors such as Master Howell.”


“How could you be so cruel?” she countered, barely able to
speak past the knot in her throat. “Baba had just died!” She blinked away the
threat of tears, knowing she couldn’t show weakness in front of the two drakes
wearing human skins. Turning to Howell, Damaris met his gaze and held it. “How
much was she indebted to you? I have a dowry that can be used to pay off those
debts.”


“Not anymore,” Philippa hissed. “The dowry reverts to me and
is no longer accessible to an indentured girl. I shall use it to set Ella and
myself up in a new house in the cities where we belong. You . . . You will go
with Master Howell. But, first you will change into your appropriate attire. We
wouldn’t want anyone to be misled into thinking you were anything save
indentured.”


There was a crash of dishes shattering against the smooth
wooden floor. Damaris spun to see Ella had dropped a tea tray as she gaped at
her mother. “Mother, no! Damaris is our family!”


Philippa sniffed. “She is nothing of the sort to us. We
haven’t a drop of Kushite blood in our veins. And, she is not a daughter to
me.” She glided over to Ella and took her by the wrist. “Come along, a lady
should never make a scene over rearranging the household. Sacrifices are
sometimes a necessity.”


“She’s not a servant!” Ella screeched.


Damaris moved to catch the younger girl’s eyes and shook her
head. “Ella, enough. It will be all right.”


Ella stared at her, mouth gaping, and large teardrops
spilling over her lashes. “No it won’t!”


“Silence!” Philippa hissed. “She is nothing to us. Not
anymore. I shall hear no more of her or this matter. Master Howell, please take
your indentured and leave.”


“Of course, Lady Tremblay. Come along, girl, and change into
those robes at once.”


Damaris narrowed her eyes at him. “I cannot do both at once.
You should choose your orders more carefully.”


Howell’s ruddy complexion grew mottled then he jerked his
chin toward to the door. “Avail yourself of a room and change. Do not attempt
to run or I shall deal with you harshly.”


She bit back a caustic reply and merely dipped her head. He
was right, unfortunately. Attempting to flee this horrible trick would only
result in giving him more leeway to cause her harm. She passed Ella and her
mother, not able to speak past the growing knot in her throat. She ended up in
her chamber out of habit more than conscious effort.


She changed from her kirtle into the pale blue robe and then
moved to stare out the window. The gardens spread out below, a sight that
usually gave her comfort, but now it only echoed the emptiness around her. She
pressed her fist against her mouth to keep from making any sound.


She knew she couldn’t tarry without risking Howell’s ire.
And, that snake was not to be trusted when he was in a decent mood. She didn’t
let herself look at the small box on her dressing table, at the jewelry left
behind by her mother. Anything she attempted to take would be snatched away by
Howell since indentured servants owned nothing until their debts were worked
off. It was somehow better to allow the jewelry to be sold to help Ella than to
see it in Howell’s hands.


Squaring her shoulders, Damaris raised her chin even as she
left the cowl down in a small act of defiance. She wanted Philippa to see she
wasn’t broken by this latest betrayal and, more importantly, she wanted Ella to
see the same.


She descended the stairs in silence. Hanna, Philippa’s maid
was likely upstairs still, and Cook . . . Well, she would be in the kitchen,
which she had fully claimed as her domain since the day Baba had hired her in
Belfarad. There would be no farewells granted. Howell wouldn’t be a kind master
to his indentured servant, certainly not to the point of indulging farewells to
her old life.


“Damaris!”


The call was the only warning before Ella crashed into her,
wrapping her slender arms around her waist in a hug that felt more like a vise.
Damaris returned the hug, ducking her head to press a kiss against Ella’s head
before whispering in her ear, “Be kind to her. Remember what Baba always said.
It is those who are most lacking in kindness to others who need it the most.
But, learn to stand on your own feet as well.”


“He didn’t say that,” came the faint whisper.


She smiled, as she whispered back, “No I am saying that. Be
kind, but wise. Be kind, but strong enough to say no when that is the kindest
thing to say.”


“Ella!”


“Girl!”


Damaris squeezed Ella once more and moved away. She walked
toward the green viper of a man. He yanked her cowl up though he didn’t say a
word about it. Instead, he nodded to the door. “Let us go. We have other
estates to visit.”


She followed him to a covered wagon drawn by mountain
ponies. The shaggy beasts didn’t even twitch an ear at their approach. Howell
gestured impatiently toward the back of the wagon. “In with you, girl.”


“How long?” When he merely stared at her, she quietly
clarified, “How long is my indenture to last? Any binding contract of indenture
must specify a term of service shorter than one’s lifespan or it will be
considered in violation of the law against slavery. And, it cannot be passed
down to one’s children. Therefore, you must show me the contract of indenture
so I know the terms as is dictated by law.”


Howell drew a folded parchment out of his belt pouch and
opened it slowly. He smirked as he murmured, “I see no reason to read the whole
of it. Lady Tremblay signed her ward, Damaris Desrosiers, into indenture to
Elias Howell for the term of ten years with the understanding that the term of
indenture shall increase by five years should the servant get with child before
the term of her indenture ends.” He lowered the parchment and began to fold it
as he added, “Of course, it is common knowledge that you are not free to marry
while indentured unless I grant permission. Now, get in the wagon.”


For a moment she considered protesting or fighting. However,
this was one time when the wisest thing was to cooperate. Especially, since she
had no protectors with her father’s death. For now, she was trapped. Shaddai
willing, she would find a way out or else she feared the next ten years would
be little better than death. Shaddai willing . . .


 


* * *


 


Three weeks of travel with Howell proved almost as
arduous as she had feared. The man lacked any sort of decent care or kindness
toward anyone beneath him in rank. Even the sturdy mountain ponies weren’t free
from his ire as he often resorted to using the whip to spur them on whenever he
felt they moved too slowly for his liking. They often did.


Damaris had been sparred their fate thus far. Yet, there
were times when he gave her such a black look that she feared he would turn the
whip on her if it had been within reach. She’d stayed quiet and meek, all to
avoid drawing the man’s temper. After they left the last village, she had
feared what he would do without any urgent need to travel yet he kept pushing
the ponies. Each day ended with him drinking more wine than one man should
consume until he passed out in a snoring heap beside the remnants of the
campfire.


He didn’t say where they were going or why it was so urgent.
And, she’d dared not ask him anything. Instead, she remained huddled in the
back corner of the wagon partially hidden by the bolts of fabric and the
carefully wrapped packages of rich clothing.


A shout woke her out of her light doze. Not Howell’s shout,
that she knew too well, but the shout of a stranger. Or, rather, of multiple
strangers as the shout was echoed and carried on by more voices. She couldn’t
see Howell since he’d tied the front flap of canvas down. As the wagon
continued forward, she heard a change in the sound of the ponies’ hoofbeats and
in the wagon wheels themselves. They weren’t bouncing over a trail anymore. The
path had smoothed so the wagon didn’t rock quite so vigorously, and she was
able to extract herself from her little corner. Creeping to the wagon’s tail,
she loosened the ties securing the canvas to the wagon just enough so she could
peek out. She caught a glimpse of white fabric and then of wooden buildings
with thatched rooves. Another village?


The wagon continued rolling, leaving the village in their
wake, and then the wheels bounced over something causing her to fall back. She
braced herself with one hand against the bottom of the wagon and the other
gripping the edge of the wagon. If she toppled into the bolts of fabrics and
upset them in any way, Howell wouldn’t be beyond delivering a slap across her
face for it. He’d made it abundantly clear that he considered his goods of far
higher value than Damaris herself.


Once the wagon settled, she crept back to the canvas and
peeked out once more. Grey stone met her gaze. Stone as far as she could see.
Then, as the wagon rolled on, she caught a glimpse of white fabric again. Only
this time she could see better. The white swathes of fabric were actually capes
hanging down the backs of men moving along the top of the massive stone wall
they’d passed through into an inner bailey.


“Girl!”


Damaris jumped and quickly looked over her shoulder only to
find that Howell was barking through the canvas instead of pulling it aside.
His words sounded strained beneath the typical grumble, however. “Begin
unloading as soon as we stop or you will not eat tonight.”


“I understand,” she murmured, knowing he’d want some sort of
acknowledgement.


The wagon rolled to a stop, and then rocked slightly as
Howell climbed out of the driver’s seat. She scrambled to untie the canvas flap
and then tie it back. The noise of a busy keep swept over her, and she was hard
pressed not to stare at the people around them. She faltered as she realized
more and more of the soldiers with white cloaks were staring at her.


“What are you doing?” Howell’s face was nearly purple as he
gestured sharply and hissed, “Get down from there, and get to work!”


She slipped from the back of the wagon and for a moment, she
was certain Howell would strike her. Then, a rich baritone echoed through the
air. “Howell, what is this?”


Howell turned an unhealthy color of ashy paste as the blood
drained from his cheeks. He turned and scurried in the direction of the voice.
She didn’t pay heed to the new conversation, however, as her attention was
snared by the odd sight of a tall blond man striding across the inner bailey,
as brawny as any blacksmith though the black tabard and mail shirt beneath it
denied the label, with a woman whose curly black hair and warm brown skin
pointed to Kushite blood gathered in his arms. Even more bewildering was the
sight of an elderly woman chasing after him, her snow white hair carefully
pinned and bundles of herbs dangling from her belt, the sure sign of a healer.
The healer scowled as they approached a hippogriff.


“The girl is my indentured servant, my lord.”


Damaris quickly turned and reached for a bolt of green
fabric that reminded her of a fresh unopened rosebud.


“Stop.”


The baritone didn’t rumble with threat or deviate from the
steady calm and yet . . . She obeyed. Stepping away from the wagon, she noted
that Howell now scurried at the elbow of a tall dark haired man. He wasn’t as
broad in the shoulders as the blond warrior; however, there was an air of
readiness and command despite his lean stature. He wore a white cloak like the
rest of the soldiers, yet there were a few differences. The pale grey of his
tunic was of richer wool than the other men’s, though unadorned, and his
leather jerkin was well oiled. His dark brown hair hung in wild waves, brushing
the top of his shoulders, pushed about the wind now sweeping through the
bailey. Dark brown eyes studied her with an intensity that made her feel . . .
small though he did not tower over her. A light layer of stubble covered his
cheeks’ faded tan, attesting to long hours of darkness during winter in the far
northern mountains of Cian Gwenith and that summer had not quite seized the
northernmost valleys.


The stranger’s searching gaze seemed to pierce her, and she
was almost tempted to push back her cowl so she could gain a better look at
him.


“My lord Silvermere, you must understand that I—”


“Did not have permission to bind another into service to
you,” the man interrupted, a fierceness leaping into his eyes but not his voice
as he slowly turned his head to look at Howell. “Now tell me, Master Howell,
have the laws changed that a mere cloth merchant who is indebted to an earl may
take a . . . servant of indenture?”


The sudden sensation that her future was being rewritten
swept over Damaris, as Howell murmured obsequiously, “No, my lord. However, if
the earl would be inclined to hear my story . . .”


“I know your story,” the Earl of Silvermere stated as his
dark brown eyes once more turned to her, rooting her to the spot. She couldn’t
look away, could hardly think of what to say, so she stayed silent. After
another long moment of his gaze boring into her, the earl added in a low tone,
“I am far more interested in her story.”


 


* * *


 


Tancred, Earl of Silvermere, bit back the instinctive
urge to breathe a warning flame toward the sniveling drake of a man as Howell
squawked in insult. “My lord, I must protest. The girl is a known liar!”


He slowly turned to look down at the man and raised an
eyebrow. “I suppose you are an expert on the matter, Howell.” The merchant grew
flushed and then paled once more before Tancred continued, “However, given our
past dealings, I do not find myself inclined to believe a single utterance that
emerges from your mouth.”


The pale blue cowl shadowed most of the girl’s features, yet
he caught a hint of a smile out of the corner of his eye. Now, that he found
intriguing. He ignored Howell’s spluttering protests as he returned to studying
the girl before him. Her warm brown skin and the curly black hair peeking out
from beneath her cowl marked her as a Kushite. Yet, it was her dark brown eyes
that caught his attention the most as they watched him with wariness and an
utter lack of fear. Something that certainly appealed given how often humans
reacted to being confronted by authority with fear, hostility, or annoying
sycophancy.


He inhaled, testing her scent . . . Pure human. Something
that was almost . . . disappointing despite the fact that allowing another
dragon to enter Silvermere would have been too great a risk. Recalling himself,
Tancred spoke with the same steady calm he used to soothe petitioners and
children alike. “How did you come to be indentured?”


Dark brown eyes gleamed with intelligence as she answered in
the exact same tone, “I was indentured into Howell’s service by my stepmother.”


He barely kept from laughing at the small show of rebellion.
This one still had her spirit. A good thing from where he stood. The amusement
faded when he heard the whole of her answer, however. Her father’s wife had
surrendered her into an arrangement that was little better than slavery?
Dragons had servants and bound companions, of course, but this practice of
years of unpaid service was . . . intolerable. Ten years in their midst, and he
still did not understand human reasoning on this matter when their own laws
forbade slavery.


Tancred frowned. “Then, you are not of age?”


“I turned sixteen two months past,” she stated simply. Her
expression tightened as she continued, “However, my stepmother signed me into
indenture two months prior to my coming of age.”


“My lord,” Howell interjected, “indentures are allowed to be
signed by guardians and parents on any child who is four and ten years of age
while some begin at the tender age of ten, when the child is ready to be
apprenticed. It is common practice when a family falls into hard times.”


“And, have you fallen into hard times?” he asked, ignoring
the man.


The girl’s gaze had lowered only to rise once more to meet
his own. She spread her hands out. “I stand before you because my father died
four months past.”


“You see, my lord? The girl testifies that her indenture was
handled justly. It is permissible under kingdom laws. ”


Tancred cast the merchant a cold look that caused him to
nearly stumble over the hem of his bright green robes as he instinctively
backed away. Keeping careful control not to lose his human appearance, Tancred
stated firmly, “What is permissible is not always what is right, much less what
should be done. Be that as it may, there is still the matter of your lack of
permission to accept indentures for you are still indebted to me for your
attempts at cheating me last year.”


Howell’s expression turned sickly as he realized several of
Tancred’s men stood about him now. No doubt, he knew they were prepared to
seize him at the proper signal. His eyes grew wild and he whipped his head
around to face Tancred once more. “My lord! I must protest . . . Last year was
merely a misunderstanding.”


“No, you attempted to pass off inferior quality goods for
the prices of silver cloth and gold cloth. That is cheating, and I was merciful
enough to allow you this year to sell your wares so you might return to
Silvermere and repay your debts to me.” Tancred paused deliberately, watching
the human squirm beneath his unblinking stare, before continuing. “Instead, I
find you have taken out a contract of indenture. Did you also bring the balance
of what is due to me?”


The merchant’s breathing grew more panicked, shortening to
quick bursts, as he struggled for words. “N-no, my lord. I have had a difficult
year. Many of my clients have fallen ill due to a plague, and I have been
unable to collect as much coin as usual. Yet, I returned to your keep on the
appointed day for I did not wish you to think I am the sort of man who would
spit on the kind mercy of any noble, much less the Earl of Silvermere.”


“No. You are merely the sort of man who continues to lie to
any who might believe your tales.” Tancred nodded to where the hippogriff had
been held. “I was host to Sir George, and he made no mention of any plague
besetting Cian Gwenith. As the king’s nephew, he would be among the first to know
of any sort of pestilence, do you not agree, Master Howell?”


He didn’t bother to wait for the ashen faced merchant to
untie his tongue before he nodded to his men. “Take Master Howell into custody.
All of his possessions will be seized to pay off his debt to me.” A single hard
look was all that was required to quell the man’s cry of outrage. “In addition,
Master Howell, you will surrender the papers of indenture on this girl. As you
were indebted to me and not free to enter any such contract, the papers are now
mine.”


He gestured sharply, and two of the men seized Howell by
either arm. Turning his back on the protesting man, Tancred stepped closer to
the girl. “What is your name?”


She raised her chin as she replied, “I am Damaris
Desrosiers.”


“Very well. Commander Warin.”


“My lord. The papers.”


He didn’t look away from the girl as he accepted the folded
parchment. Unfolding it, he glanced down only long enough to confirm it was the
contract of indenture. Ten years of service . . . Was that longer than the usual
term of indenture? He didn’t know although it was something he would certainly
investigate.


“Take Mistress Desrosiers to Clotho. Inform her of the
situation, then report back to me.” He paused and addressed the girl directly
as he added, “Clotho is my housekeeper. She will find work for you.”


“Yes, my lord,” the commander intoned with a sharp salute,
his left fist striking his leather jerkin with a solid thud.


The girl merely inclined her head as she murmured, “As you
wish, my lord.”


Tancred watched her follow the commander toward the keep,
her pale blue robes standing out in contrast to the white cloak. He would have
to check his books on human laws, but first . . . Fire burned in his chest,
threatening to lap up his throat and escape. First, he needed to deal with the
fact that the rogue dragon of Carabas had been exposed. He should have dealt
with the villain himself when he first smelled him at the border of Carabas. If
only the dragon king hadn’t forbidden the confrontation when Tancred reported it,
forcing him to sit for the better part of ten years with the knowledge that a
rogue ruled the territory directly to the north.


Now a shepherdess of all creatures had defeated the rogue
and driven him out of Carabas . . . as witnessed by Sir George. The boy was
half in love with her too! Tancred shook his head as he strode toward the keep,
leaving the wagon and ponies to be tended to by his men. Love . . . Foolish
emotion that blinded even sensible men to reason, and Sir George had always
been more romantic minded than sensible. A steady enough man when it came to
fulfilling his duties as the nephew of the king, though he was not the heir and
committed to defending the people of Cian Gwenith. When it came to notions of
great deeds and daring risks, however, Tancred had yet to meet a man who was
less sensible about such things. Apparently, he had never learned that many
lauded heroes found their way to early graves through a lack of patience and
sound judgment. Love only made things worse.


He shook his head as he hurried into the keep and took the
narrow stairs that bypassed the great hall. He needed to retreat to his
bookroom before another interruption appeared. The dragon king needed to be
alerted to the change in Cian Gwenith. And, Tancred already knew his king would
not be pleased to learn that the rogue ousting from Carabas had not occurred
without witnesses. Worse, Sir George had already let it slip that he had
witnessed the rogue shifting from his human skin into his proper dragon form.
Despite his foolish tendencies, Sir George would not allow such vital
information to fall by the wayside. Now, King Stephen would rediscover the
forgotten knowledge that dragons could walk unnoticed among humans. Curse the
rogue.


 


* * *


 


Damaris tried not to gape like she’d never witnessed the
inside of a keep before now. No matter that it was the truth. The grey stone
walls were etched with patterns and sigils including carved hippogriffs. Some
of the carvings clutched silver roses in their taloned
forefeet, though never more than one or two blooms at a time. Only the royal
house could include three roses as their mark. The Earl of Silvermere’s two
roses signified he was one of the highest nobles in the kingdom outside of the
royal family. She remembered that from her lessons . . . only the Marquis of
Carabas outranked him, and Carabas had been isolated from the rest of the
kingdom for years.


There were huge tapestries hanging along the walls where
there were no carvings. They featured more hippogriffs and a few of men hunting
cave lions from the back of hippogriffs. Then, the commander led her down a
narrow staircase into a corridor that smelled of cooking meat and baking bread.
Her mouth watered and her stomach gurgled at the tantalizing smells much to her
chagrin. Howell had not been generous with her meals. She’d only been allowed a
small crust of bread that morning, and it had been almost too hard to eat even
after she’d soaked it with her ration of water.


Her escort didn’t act as though he had heard anything. He
never broke stride either, slowing only once and stepping to the side as a girl
carrying a bucket and brush hurried past. She didn’t seem to notice Damaris at
all.


Catching herself plucking at the sleeves of her robe,
Damaris forced her fingers to still. There was a blast of heated air when she
followed the commander through a door followed by even stronger smells of
cooking food and the noise of voices calling to each other. Then, a heavy silence
abruptly fell over the kitchens.


Damaris knew even before Commander Warin
stepped aside that every eye was now fixed on her. On her pale blue robe and
cowl. Her skin crawled beneath the weight of so many eyes, but she forced
herself to stand tall.


“Commander Warin, what have you
brought into my kitchens?” came a harsh call. The staring servants parted to
reveal a tall woman clad all in black and with a wimple so tight that it pulled
at the skin of her face, giving her a permanent squint. A large ring of keys
hung from her belt, clicking as she swept toward them with a glower firmly in
place. Her squint narrowed even further as she looked Damaris over and
demanded, “What is this? An indentured? Take her back to her master. I’ve no
use for her.”


“Her master is now the earl, and his instructions are for
you to give the girl a place.”


The woman drew back for a moment and then a scowl twisted
her thin lips as she snapped, “When did the Earl of Silvermere begin taking
indentured servants? He detests them.”


“The merchant Howell indentured the girl while still
indebted to the earl for last year’s grievances. As such her indenture was
claimed by the earl.” The commander sounded almost bored with the conversation
and not the least intimidated by the housekeeper.


“Howell? That cheating rat?” the housekeeper hissed. “Then,
she’s likely a thief and a cheat as well.”


“The girl was a recent indenture,” the commander countered
still sounding rather bored, “perhaps he didn’t have time to corrupt her. And,
even if he did, you will no doubt cure her of any such schemes, Clotho.”


Clotho huffed. “Do not mock me, Warin.
I know everyone’s secrets, remember?”


The boredom slipped from the commander’s face, and he gave
the housekeeper a hard look. “How could anyone forget with your willingness to
remind them? Damaris Desrosiers is now in your care by order of the earl.
Assign her as you see fit.”


He spun on his heel, white cloak snapping out behind him,
and returned the way they had come.


Damaris couldn’t help wishing she accompanied him. The
stillness of the kitchens was disconcerting though not as much as the
housekeeper’s squint. It felt as though she were a vulture deciding which bone
to pick at first. She scolded herself for the unkind thought. Acting with any
sort of hostility or resentment would only make things worse. Compliance would
be the best tactic for now, the best way to ensure she didn’t make enemies
among the regular servants.


Clotho huffed once more before she cast a bone searing scowl
at the room around them. She clapped her hands twice and snapped. “Cease your
gawking and back to work. The earl expects his meals to be timely, and we’ve
more soldiers to feed today. You. Come with me.”


She followed the woman to a corner of the kitchen tucked
beside the huge fireplace where meat was being turned on the spit. Immediately
beads of sweat prickled her brow and started to trickle down her back. Clotho
looked entirely unaffected by the heat of the fire however as she looked
Damaris over with a curl to her upper lip. “There has never been an indentured
servant in Silvermere in my lifetime or in the lifetimes of my foremothers.
Worse, you belonged to that weasel of a man. Well, he is no longer your master
and any scheme or plot he whispered to you is to be abandoned and forgotten. Do
you understand?”


“Yes, Mistress Clotho,” she intoned dutifully.


The older woman sniffed, a hint of red painting her sallow
cheeks though it was difficult to say if it was the heat or temper that put it
there. “You will be allowed to join the servants for each meal, one in the
morning and one in the evening. If you shirk your duties or are disrespectful
to anyone, you will be punished. If you cause any further disruptions of the
carrying out of assigned tasks, you will be punished. If you attempt to steal
anything, you will be taken to the earl in breach of your contract and he will
likely imprison you if not have you flogged.” She paused then snapped, “Do you
understand?”


“Yes, Mistress Clotho.”


“Very well,” she murmured, her brown eyes glinting with a speculation
that made Damaris’ skin crawl with foreboding. “I do not trust anyone who came
out of that weasel’s service. And you . . .” Her gaze flicked over the pale
blue robe. “You would reflect poorly on the earl should anyone see you. You
will be the cinder lass. That should keep you out of mischief and where you may
be watched.”


“Yes, Mistress Clotho,” she murmured. A cinder lass wouldn’t
be too terrible. Or so she hoped.


 


* * *


 


“You should know by now to watch out for biting embers,
girl.”


Damaris’ smile turned into a wince as Bettrys smeared a cold
salve over her latest burn. The snow haired healer’s speech was gruff, but her
touch gentle as she worked. Damaris cleared her throat. “Yes, I know it.
Unfortunately, this one surprised me when it popped.”


“Clotho still screeching?”


Her lips twisted into a rueful smile. The healer’s dislike
for the housekeeper was well known though the two women never deigned to
indulge in anything more than a cold acknowledgement when they were in the same
room. An occurrence that was thankfully rare. Only once in the two months since
she’d arrived in Silvermere had Damaris witnessed them interact and she had
gotten chills even though she was sitting in front of the kitchen fireplace,
watching bread rolls bake in the ashes.


“Well? Or did the burn affect your memory as well?”


Damaris blinked, then smiled. “It is not so bad today. Her
daughter has returned, and Clotho seems . . . grateful.”


Bettrys huffed out a noisy breath as she finished smearing
the salve across the back of Damaris. “The drake’s young are still drakes. Stay
away from Agatha if you can. She’s fifteen, the only true pride of Clotho’s
life, and just as venomous as her mother though she’s far more likely to bite,
the spoilt chit.”


A small sense of unease crawled up Damaris’ spine at the
healer’s words, but she only nodded. “I will do my best. Thank you for the
salve.”


“Back to the kitchens with you?” Bettrys asked as she rose from
her stool and strode toward the shelves holding all the poultices, jars, and
salves.


Damaris ducked to avoid bumping into a line of dried herbs
hanging from the room’s low ceiling. “Not yet. Clotho has expanded my duties. I
am to bank all the fires in the keep starting tonight. I’ve only three rooms
left to attend now that I’ve finished in the great hall.”


The healer harrumphed. “More like the great hall nearly
finished you. Do not burn yourself again tonight or I shall leave you to sit
out by the water troughs.”


She hid a smile. Despite her gruff words, the healer had
been the only one among the earl’s people to show her any true kindness since
her arrival. The other servants either ignored her entirely or slighted her.
Even the guardsmen who passed through the kitchens gave her a wide berth when
she was there.


Leaving the kitchen and the eyes behind had been a pleasant
relief tonight. Even with the spot of trouble involving the great hall’s
massive fireplace. She only had the library and the earl’s quarters to attend
before she could seek her bed.


“Off with you then before you cause my entire workroom to
stink of ash.”


Damaris nodded to the older woman, pausing to squeeze her
free hand, as she whispered, “Thank you, Bettrys.”


Unfortunately, Clotho had not told her the library held two
fireplaces. Nor that each was close to half the size of the kitchen’s
fireplace. As wide as three men standing fingertip to fingertip and the length
of a man in depth, the fires had been built in the very back, which meant she
had to step inside the fireplace in order to bank them. The stones were hot
beneath her feet, seeping through the leather soles of her shoes as she worked
to scoop ashes over the glowing coals. She shifted her feet while also
attempting to prevent any clouds from escaping the fireplace and soiling the
books.


Once the fire was banked, she quickly stepped out of the
fireplace and thanked Shaddai that the library floor was not strewn with
rushes. The cold stone of the floor was a welcome relief to her feet. She still
had the second fire to bank, yet she couldn’t bring herself to rush past the
books. Some of which had been left lying open on a table situated about halfway
between the two fireplaces on either side of the room.


Her feet moved of their own volition, drawing her close to
the table. She could only just make out the lines of one book. “The Five
Kingdoms were freed from the oppressive and dangerous company of dragons
through the numerous battles of the dragon wars. Once the creatures were killed
or driven out of the kingdoms, there remained only the race of man within the
Five Kingdoms as the selkies vanished into the sea and the griffins retreated
to the highest peaks of the mountains in the far north. The other rumored races
were never seen even before the dragon wars though some adventurers claimed
otherwise. Thus, balance was restored to the Five Kingdoms and the race of men
was allowed to prosper.”


“If one can call a century of one war of succession after
another prospering,” a voice interjected.


Damaris looked up sharply, already knowing who had joined
her since the rich baritone was unmistakable. The earl strolled around the edge
of a bookshelf, hands clasped behind his back. His armor was gone, leaving him
in a light grey tunic and dark leggings with boots that nearly reached his
knees. His long brown hair was pulled back from his face though still loose.
His eyes looked darker in the shadows as he nodded. “I didn’t know indentured
servants were able to read.”


“My father was a merchant. He taught me to read when I was a
child.”


The earl nodded, a contemplative expression skittering
across his face. “A wise man.” He came a little closer and paused to sniff.
“You smell like smoke. Why?”


For some reason, her mind went blank and the words wouldn’t
be summoned to her tongue. The earl strolled closer then leaned in as he
whispered, “Have you been breathing fire tonight?”


A soft laugh escaped her before she recalled who was
speaking. And, what Clotho would no doubt do if she learned of this meeting.
Taking a quick step back, Damaris picked up her shovel and pail once more
before she murmured, “No, my lord. I am no dragon.”


“More’s the pity,” he sighed.


She bit back another laugh though she couldn’t quite keep
from smiling a little even as she shook her head. “Who would wish such a thing,
when being a dragon would lend itself to a worse fate than being an indentured
servant?”


The earl’s eyes flickered with something . . . She blinked
and it was gone. It must have been a trick of the shadows. Tightening her grip
on the shovel’s handle, she offered a slight curtsey. “Forgive me, my lord. I
wasn’t thinking. I’m the cinder lass. I shall bank the fires in your chambers
and bookroom as soon as I finish here in the library.”


“No.”


She’d already moved toward the remaining fireplace but
paused to look over her shoulder at his response. She frowned slightly. “My
lord?”


“No, do not trouble yourself with the fires in my private
rooms. I shall attend to them myself.”


She hesitated. “Are you certain, my lord? Clotho said I was
to tend to all the fireplaces being used.”


The earl raised an eyebrow. “Do you doubt my capability of
banking a small fireplace or two?”


Her gaze darted involuntarily to his lean frame. There was
muscle beneath the fine wool of his tunic and his leggings and boots left no
doubt that he wasn’t a man who could be called spindly or frail in form.
Realizing she had been staring too long, Damaris lifted her gaze to the earl’s
eyes and saw a half smile curl his lips.


Her cheeks grew hot, but she refused to show him she had
become distracted or flustered. Instead, she quickly bobbed another curtesy.
“Of course, my lord.”


He raised both eyebrows. “You do doubt me? What shall I do
then with the knowledge that a cinder lass thinks me so inept?”


She blushed all the more, the heat seeping from her cheeks
to her throat and even to warm her ears. Fortunately, she didn’t think he was
close enough to see the blush beneath her complexion. “That was not my intent,
my lord.”


The earl chuckled. “No, though I thank you.”


“My lord?”


“I’ve not had reason for amusement in some time.” He offered
a half bow that was strangely lacking in mockery. “You have my thanks, mistress
cinder lass.” He straightened, then nodded. “Finish banking the fires, then
seek your bed.”


She watched him disappear around the bookshelves once more.
Only after she heard the door shut firmly in his wake did she allow herself to
shake her head. “An odd man.”


She didn’t allow herself to dwell on it. Her life was
difficult enough without attempting to understand a strange nobleman.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Two


 


Three Years Later . . .


 


“Hurry, Damaris! For the love of Shaddai, you move as
though your feet are encased in stone.”


Damaris quickened her pace as much as she could without
sloshing water out of the bucket she was carrying. It didn’t keep Agatha from
tapping her foot as she glowered at Damaris. She jerked her chin toward an open
door. “Through there. Hurry. I’ve fresh rushes waiting to go in already, and
Clotho expects this room to be ready within the hour so you’d best not tarry.”


She bit back the retort that the task would go faster if
they both scrubbed. Swallowing her pride, Damaris merely nodded and stepped
past the slightly younger girl. Scrubbing as quickly as she could while Agatha
leaned in the doorway, she reminded herself why she had been willing to take
the place of one of the maids when she fell ill that morning. She wasn’t
sitting in the wilting heat of the kitchens, and the lye and cold water wasn’t
quite as harsh on her skin as popping embers.


Her arms shook and her back ached almost as much as her
knees by the time she finished scrubbing the chamber. Fortunately, there was
nothing to empty as the visitors had yet to arrive. Agatha sniffed, then nodded.
“It will have to suffice. Grab the rushes. Must I tell you everything?”


Biting back another hot reply, Damaris moved the bucket to
sit on the edge of the hearth before she picked up one of the bundles of
rushes. Sweet smelling lavender had already been gathered in the bundle,
leaving only the task of spreading them across the stone floor. Somehow it
wasn’t a surprise to find Agatha once more leaning against a wall, looking
bored. Her brown skin was a shade lighter than Damaris’ and her brown hair was
caught in intricate braids that remained uncovered by a wimple. She looked up
once, and her eyes narrowed to a squint that loudly attested her parentage.
“Don’t laze about, Damaris. Or must I report to my mother that you are failing
to fulfill your assigned duties? Again.”


“We would finish faster if we worked together,” Damaris
finally stated as she spread the next bundle of rushes across the floor. “We
still have to make up the bed.”


“I will not be blamed for your laziness,” Agatha sniffed.
She flounced over, however, and began helping with the bedding.


Damaris barely kept her jaw from dropping at Agatha’s sudden
show of compliance. The girl almost never contributed any help when she could
possibly leave it to another. And, she most certainly didn’t make a habit of
helping Damaris. It was quite frankly too out of character to believe.


A vague sense of unease crept over Damaris as she smoothed
the linens across the feather filled mattress. Still, she didn’t dare question
the other girl. Knowing Agatha, she would react by spilling the ash pail on the
bed and then blame Damaris for it, a tale that her mother would readily
believe.


Which made it all the more unsettling when Agatha began
humming as they placed the coverlet on the bed then settled the furs across the
foot of the bed. She was never that cheerful during her work. Never.


Damaris kept quiet as she worked. She hurried from the bed
to stoke the fire, ensuring the room would be warm when the marquise and her
husband finally arrived. When the flames sparked to life, Damaris leaned back
on her heels and gave a quick nod. “There.”


“Well done, Damaris. For an indentured, you have some skill
at things, especially fire.” Agatha’s grin turned cunning as she tilted her
head to one side. She fingered the bronze charms hanging from one of her braids
before she murmured, “I wonder, does that make you a fire witch? Or perhaps . .
. you are actually a dragon?”


“Don’t be foolish, Agatha,” Damaris retorted without
thinking. “There are no more dragons in the Five Kingdoms, and everyone knows
it no matter what the gossips try to tell us.”


The smile vanished as the other girl’s expression darkened.
“How dare you speak to me in such a way? You are a clumsy oaf. Why just look at
the mess you’ve made of the new rushes.”


Her breath caught in her lungs, choking her into being too
slow to react as Agatha kicked the bucket of sudsy water over, splashing over
and soaking the rushes. “No.” She looked from the ruined rushes to Agatha,
shaking her head as she asked, “Why would you do such a thing?”


Agatha abruptly yanked on Damaris’ cowl, tugging the pale
blue fabric into her line of sight. “This is why. You are nothing, even cinder
lass is too good a position for you. You were foolish enough to sign yourself
into a term of indenture, and then you go about these three years acting as
though you are somehow better than the rest of us. We are actually paid
servants with the honor of being chosen to work for the Earl of Silvermere. You
. . . You were nothing more than a burden removed from a fool of a merchant who
couldn’t escape the earl’s justice.”


She pulled away from her and adjusted her cowl so she could
see everything again. Staring up into the other girl’s eyes, she forced herself
to speak calmly as she replied, “You want something from me. What is it,
Agatha? What could I possibly have that you want?”


A smile curved the other girl’s lips and then she tilted her
head back as she laughed. “Nothing at all.” The look of a hunter didn’t leave
her eyes as she continued with feigned lightness, “However, since you have made
such a mess and we both know that Mother will put you on starvation rations for
the rest of the sennight if she finds out, you should do something for me. A
task equal to the burden of having to remake this floor sounds just right to
me.”


Damaris paused in raking up the sodden rushes and eyed the
girl warily. “What do you mean?”


“Oh, it’s quite simple. You only need to go clean the earl’s
bookroom tonight.”


She immediately shook her head. “No one is allowed in the
earl’s private chambers, which includes the bookroom. Clotho has made that
perfectly clear.”


Agatha sniffed. “Would you rather I inform her that you intentionally
spoiled the rushes in the marquise’s chamber? That would earn you a few nights
in the storeroom, wouldn’t it?”


Damaris shivered in site of herself. There had been several
times over the last three years when she made a mistake or spoke too carelessly
to Clotho and she was locked in the so called storeroom for up to a full
sennight. The little room had more in common with a dungeon than a storeroom.
Located at the top of the tower above the hippogriffs’ roost, the small room
could only be accessed by climbing steep stairs and then entering through a
small door that was more suited to a child than an adult. Every time Damaris
had been forced to crawl in on her hands and knees, she’d had the irrational
fear of becoming trapped in the narrow doorway. The room itself was empty of
any furniture or comforts, with a single arrow slit to provide the barest hint
of light during the day. The emptiness could be difficult to deal with as she
listened to the hippogriffs below making a keening call or stamping their rear
hooves. Clotho had made it clear that she was not to make any noise when in the
room or there would be further consequences. The housekeeper had never
clarified what those consequences might be. She hadn’t needed to, the threat of
them was more than enough to keep Damaris bound in silence whenever she was
locked in that little storeroom at the top of the tower.


By the mercy of Shaddai, she had managed to avoid any visits
to that room for the better part of six months. Something she did not intend to
change now in the midst of winter. The last time she had been in that room
during the winter months, she had caught a fever and chills. Realizing Agatha
was still waiting for an answer, Damaris slowly nodded. “All right, I’ll take
care of it. I’ll clean his bookroom.”


Agatha smiled almost as brightly as when presented with a
new bauble. “I knew you would make a wise choice, Damaris. And, don’t forget.
You have to clean it tonight without getting caught by anyone.” She laughed
softly. “We wouldn’t want you to get into trouble, after all.”


She didn’t bother to protest and was careful to keep her
expression emotionless as she worked to replace the ruined rushes. It was both
fortunate and unfortunate that fixing the damage only required a simple
patching since it meant that she didn’t need to spend more than a half hour on
the fix.


Yet, her promise haunted her steps and drove her to
distraction as she returned to the kitchens. When Clotho had caught sight of
her, the housekeeper immediately ordered her to scrub the floors of the
library. Keeping her hands busy, Damaris fought to keep her thoughts from
wandering to the earl. Despite being indentured to him for over three years
now, she’d rarely seen him. The last time she had interacted with him had been
. . . That night not long after she’d arrived when he had spoken to her in the
library. When he had asked if she’d been breathing fire.


Her scrubbing slowed as she recalled the odd conversation.
Of course, then, there had been no fear of actually meeting a dragon in the
Five Kingdoms. Now, however, it seemed the only gossip the merchants and
travelling bards carried when they made their winding ways to Silvermere was of
a hunt for dragons walking as men. Nonsense, the lot of it. Everyone knew
dragons were huge scaly beasts with claws that could slice a man in two with a
single swipe and wings that could summon gale winds and, of course, breathing
fire that would melt your very bones.


How anyone could mistake such a terrifying creature for a
man was beyond her. Unless, they had been swimming in their cups all the day
before spying the beasts. Yet, the rumors and gossip persisted. Sometimes, the
servants would look at her where she sat in the corner by the fire, minding the
ashes, and whisper of how she always smelled of smoke. The only blessing was
Bettrys. The healer would huff in annoyance and ask how anyone would expect a
cinder lass not to smell of smoke when the scent clung to any one of the
kitchen maids or the cooks and undercooks or the boys who turned the spits. Did
they think they lived in a house full of dragons?


No one ever dared reply to the snow haired healer. She was a
blessing, indeed, though she spent more time in her stillroom than in the
kitchens. Damaris shook her head as she kept scrubbing the floor. The
accusation of being a dragon was nothing to scoff at anymore, no matter how
foolish she thought it. And, Agatha’s willingness to whisper such an accusation
was . . . disconcerting to say the least.


“It is those who are most lacking in kindness to others who
need it the most,” she murmured as she paused in her scrubbing to massage her
aching hands. She winced as her fingers brushed over a splinter. Picking at it,
she added ruefully, “Sometimes the best way to survive a cave lion is to stay
silent until it loses interest in you. Unfortunately, neither of my cave lions
have had a thorn for me to pluck from their paws.”


She hissed as the splinter finally came free, then a drop of
blood welled up. Wiping the drop away, she tried to ignore the growl of her
stomach as she continued scrubbing. The library’s length and breadth made time
crawl by as she scrubbed between the shelves and even underneath the tables.
When she dropped the brush into the bucket for the last time, she almost wept
from sheer relief. She’d rather bank a thousand fires with fresh popping embers
than scrub the floors of the keep again.


The sound of voices murmuring in the great hall reached her
as she slowly made her way back down to the kitchens. The side door to the
great hall opened, allowing the roar of voices and  the softer strains of
music to fill the corridor. Agatha slipped out and then paused when she saw
Damaris. A small smirk curved her lips as she approached. “You should hurry. If
you’re to complete your chores before midnight.” Her gaze flicked over the
stains on Damaris’ skirts and then she added, “Though you should change. You
don’t want to make a mess of the earl’s bookroom.”


The small inkling of hope that Agatha had forgotten her
ridiculous request died with each word that spilled past her lips. Damaris bit
back the urge to scream in frustration. Instead, she offered a curt nod before
forcing herself to hurry down to the kitchens. She left the brush and bucket in
one of the storerooms off the corridor leading to the main kitchens and snagged
a small meat pie to ease her hunger pangs.


By the time she had eaten and changed into her spare robe
and cowl, she was once again having second thoughts about the task ahead.
Clotho had made the announcement forbidding any servant from entering the
earl’s private chambers including his bookroom the day after Damaris had been
dismissed from banking the fires by the earl. And, she had promised a fortnight
in the tower’s storeroom for anyone who dared trespass.


Doubts and second thoughts plagued her the entire way to the
bookroom until she finally stood in front of the door. She hesitated, poised to
enter, then shook her head. No. This was ridiculous. She would tell Agatha that
she had done what was required without clarifying that she considered
respecting the earl’s order for privacy what was truly required. The matter
would be settled then.


She turned to go back down the stairs only to find Agatha
leaning one shoulder against the wall, blocking the way to the stairwell. The
other girl folded her arms over her breasts and raised an eyebrow. She didn’t
say anything. She didn’t have to say a single word.


Damaris slowly moved back to the door and tested the handle,
praying it was locked. But, the latch gave with a click that sunk to the
hollows of her stomach. She bit back a low groan as the door opened beneath her
touch.


She wouldn’t give Agatha the pleasure of seeing how uneasy
this was making her. Squaring her shoulders, Damaris slipped through the
doorway and closed the door behind her. The room was empty, thank Shaddai. No
doubt the earl was still in the great hall.


She paused at the sight of such . . . disorder. The fire was
burning low, not yet banked, and its light was still enough to allow her to see
books lying strewn about the room. Books and scrolls filled the two chairs in
the room with more stacked haphazardly along shelves that threatened to sag
beneath the weight of it all. Still more books and scrolls mixed in with sheets
of parchment lay across what should have been the earl’s desk.


How could any man function with so much chaos and sheer
clutter? She couldn’t even begin to imagine it. Crossing to the desk, she
reached out to steady a stack of five books that threatened to topple at any
moment. She shifted the books to sit more firmly on the desk only to lunge for
a piece of parchment fluttering toward the ground.


Words caught her attention.


 


A rogue attempted to
use the season’s first snow storm to sneak across the border of Carabas by
first entering through Silvermere. Under the cover the clouds and snow, I
confronted the rogue and was able to repel him. He was a red though I am
uncertain if he is indeed the same rogue originally driven from Carabas by the
current marquise. It is my belief, however, that it is the most likely option.


I will continue to
maintain watch on the borders though there are others who watch Carabas from
the north. King Stephen’s madness continues to grow by an alarming rate. It
seems certain he will soon form hunts for dragons again though he continues
searching for them among his own people. I am not yet


 


 The letter ended there. Damaris stared at the words
and jumped as a door opened across from her. The parchment fell from her hand
as she looked up, expecting to see the earl. Her mind spinning with questions
she could form into words even within her own thoughts.


Everything stopped, her breath caught in her throat, as she
stared at silver scales that gleamed dully beneath the orange glow of the dying
fire. Her eyes fixed on sharp curved claws jutting from scale covered hands and
slowly traveled up, taking in the sinewy neck and narrow jaws, the angular
head, the slightly sloped horns of white, and white wings that rose in tips
above both head and horns. Then, her gaze dropped to meet fiery orange eyes. A
dragon who stood like a man . . . A dragon . . . here.


 


* * *


 


Tancred repressed a groan at the sight of a pale blue
figure. Fires burn the rogue for attempting to cross his borders again. He’d
fought the red rogue back, of course. However, the villain had singed his hide
badly enough across his back that he’d been forced into a second transformation
from his proper form into his between form. The pain of his wounds had combined
with the sheer agony of forcing a second transformation in close succession to
leave him stranded in a mountain cave for most of the previous night.


He had not even been able to make his way back to the keep
until nearly dawn. Only the thick cloud cover had prevented his own men seeing
him. Remaining in this form all day and hiding in his private quarters had at
last eased the pain from his singed scales. However, it seemed his senses were
still not fully recovered from his earlier weariness or else he would not have
walked into this . . . burnt mess of a disaster.


Not for the first time, he wished for Tara’s presence. His
former companion would have known exactly what to do to prevent such a
disaster. There was a slight change in the air, the whistling exhale of a
stifled breath, and his eyes fixed once more on the girl. She hadn’t screamed,
hadn’t moved . . .


No sooner had the observation crossed his mind than the girl
dashed for the bookroom’s outer door. Tancred hissed as he leapt over the desk
and caught the girl before she could reach the handle. Pinning her back against
one of the book shelves, he didn’t even have time to choose his words before
pain blossomed in his snout. He hissed and snatched the book from the girl’s
hand before she could deliver another blow.


Flame licked his throat and a stream of smoke flowed from
his nostrils as he ran his forked tongue along his fangs. The girl still didn’t
utter a sound. Instead, she grabbed another much thicker book from the shelf.


Tancred’s slit nostrils flared as he recognized the title.
“Not that one! It is the only original compendium of the races of Sonera and their lands in my entire collection.”


The girl’s dark eyes darted from him to the book and then
she deliberately returned it to the shelf.


“Thank you. Now, will you please explain what you are doing
here? Ow!” He shook his head, nose smarting from the force of her blow. “Stop
that!”


The girl had grabbed the book with both hands and now drew
it back, a determined glint in her eyes and her lips pressed into a firm line.
Tancred plucked the book from her hands and tossed it onto the closest chair.
Then, before the infernal female could find another makeshift weapon, he
lunged. This time he pinned her arms to her sides as he held her against the
bookshelf. His wings unfurled enough to form a makeshift cocoon around them,
blocking her sight from anything except him. Catching her gaze, he held it and
allowed persuasion to filter into his voice as he demanded, “I ask again, woman,
who are you? Are you one of Carabas’ servants?”


That would make even more of a mess if she was since he
would have to explain her disappearance to the marquise. He cocked his head
when the woman didn’t reply. “Well? Or have you no voice?”


The woman seemed to puff up like an angry nestling as she
leveled a hard glare at him. “How can anyone be expected to remember his or her
voice when confronted by a dragon? Much less one who cannot even recall that
the Earl of Silvermere has an indentured servant in his house. Did you already
eat him?”


Tancred jerked his head back as though she had struck him
across the snout once more. “I do not keep slaves in my house.”


“And I am not a slave,” the woman ground out. She raised her
chin as she added, “I am an indentured servant. There is a difference under the
law.”


“Yet little difference in execution, which is why they are
one and the same,” he retorted before he released his grip on her arms.


The woman didn’t attempt to run nor did she attempt to grab
another book, thank Shaddai. Still, he kept his wings around them as he watched
her. She looked up and away from him, almost as though she were rolling her
eyes. Surely, he was imagining it. Humans did not roll their eyes at dragons
unless they were rolling back into their skulls with terror. There was no
terror coming from this human, though. It was . . . exasperation.


Her gaze snapped back to him and flicked over his form
before she folded her arms over her breasts. “No matter how . . . unusual . . .
your nature is, it is absolutely no excuse for your pretense of blatant
ignorance of kingdom laws.”


A low chuckle rumbled through his chest. “Pretense of
blatant ignorance? Perhaps, it is more that I do not
understand all the so called nuances of men’s laws. Some of these pronounced
laws make as little sense as a human woman who retains her calm and even dares
to scold in the face of a dragon. Now, that is a puzzle I am far more
interested in solving.”


Some of her calm and defiance seemed to chip away at his
words. She adjusted her arms so she was clasping her biceps lightly, less
defiant and more of a shield. Her words remained steady though slightly quieter
as she replied, “I am not a puzzle that needs solving. It is merely logical to
pretend calm since panic can provoke predators into attacking when they had not
intended to do so at the beginning of an encounter.”


“You still could have screamed,” he pointed out. The need he
felt for more answers surprised him with its urgency. Yet, there was something
about her that he couldn’t quite pin down. “Why didn’t you? When you first saw
me or when I first stopped you from running away?”


Her shoulders moved up in a slight shrug as she lowered her
eyes. “I couldn’t even though I wanted to, I was far too terrified to make a
sound.” Her gaze flicked back over him before she dared to meet his eyes once
more. “The second time . . . Screaming isn’t going to help me tonight. Even if
by some chance people came to investigate, their loyalties are to the Earl of
Silvermere. I would be found alone in a room that you, that the earl,
specifically forbade any of his servants from entering, and no one would
believe my story of dragons. I am indentured. My word means less than that of
peasants. At best, I would be called mad though it seems more likely given the
rumors that I would be called a witch and treated as a practitioner of dark
magic if I dared to speak out against a noble. You are masquerading as the earl
and as such have more protection than even most nobles outside the royal
family. Everyone knows you’re the second most powerful noble in the north and
likely the kingdom as a whole. So you tell me, what good would it do me to
scream?”


“Very little,” he admitted before grumbling, “although I am
not masquerading as the earl. I am the earl. I inherited the title in
accordance with your kingdom’s laws.”


She narrowed her eyes at him. If he had been in his human
form, he would have grinned at the implicit challenge. She had so much spirit
for someone caught in this situation. She didn’t speak the challenge, however.
“What is it you intend to do with me?”


He blew out a ring of smoke as he contemplated his answer.
He’d almost forgotten the problem during their conversation. Her responses were
not exact, but very similar to things Tara had said. Tara . . . Of course. He
bobbed his head then replied, “I shall make you my companion. Ow!”


This time she smacked him hard enough that he stumbled to
the left as she hissed, “I am not so weary of being the cinder lass as to sell
myself into companionship.” She struck him again, this time striking just
behind his right eye, causing him to stumble further and furl his wings in
close to his body.


The book fell to the floor with a solid thud. Tancred
straightened, raising a clawed hand to his aching head, but the girl was
already at the door. She yanked it open only far enough to slip out before the
door swung shut once more. He took a step toward the door before recalling
himself. Now, that would have been a truly foolish mistake.


He still wasn’t certain as to why she had gone from calm to
fury in the blink of an eye. She should have understood the honor of being
offered the role of his companion. Instead, she reacted as though he had
offered her a cup of hemlock. He rubbed the aching spot behind his eye and
cautiously poked at his decidedly sore snout, grumbling, “Shaddai save me from
females and their irrational ways.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Three


 


“A companion? A companion? As though I would ever stoop
to such a thing. That horrible lizard of a man . . . Ooooh.”
Damaris stamped her way up the stairs, clutching her robes in her fists.


“I should hope I am not the man you’re so furious with,”
came a rather unwelcome voice.


Her eyes slipped closed for a too brief moment before she
forced them back open just as a hand brushed against her sleeve. She bit back a
sigh as she looked into a pair of pale blue eyes. They sparked with the same
grin being so graciously bestowed upon her . . . as far as his mind fathomed in
any case. She didn’t return the smile, merely nodded as she continued up the
stairs. “Owen.”


The hand brushing against her sleeve turned into a light
restraint, holding her still, as he gained the step beside her. He was still
grinning as he murmured, “Oh come now, surely, you cannot be thinking that I am
the lizard. Did one of the guardsmen approach you? Cal? Dolan?” He brushed his
free hand over his close cropped tawny hair before exclaiming, “It cannot be
Bertram!”


“It was none of them and keep your voice down before you
draw people from the great hall.” She shook off his hand. “Have a good evening,
Owen.”


“Now, Damaris, do not be so cold. You’re liable to give a
man frostbite.” Owen touched her arm again as he continued, “Don’t you have a single
kind word for me? I’ve always been your protector since you came here.”


A scoff burst free before she thought better of it. She
could only shake her head as she retorted, “A shadow to stumble over is more
truthful a description. And that has only changed since last spring when Cook
forbade you from chasing his daughters anymore.”


Owen grinned unashamedly. “The man shouldn’t have sired so
many pretty girls if he didn’t want them to be noticed by any man who happened
to be graced by their company.”


“And, each of the lot already promised to another when you
started noticing,” she murmured. “You do not fool me, Owen. You only chase
after me because I cannot press you to give an offer.”


He spread his hands wide. “Well, it is hardly my fault that
all the most lovely girls at the keep are also unattainable. I shall simply
have to suffer with this wounded heart of mine.”


She rolled her eyes. “You are going to get me in trouble
with Clotho again. Go away, Owen.”


“Oh, don’t worry about the old bat. She can’t do anything to
me. I answer to Captain Huon, not her.”


“Just when there could be hope for you, you remind me why I
wouldn’t accept your suit even if I was not indentured,” she murmured. As Owen
chuckled, she added sweetly, “Though there is one among our number who would
overlook all your flaws if you would only smile at her.”


He straightened like a hound catching the scent of a rabbit.
“Oh? What girl is this? Is she new? I hadn’t heard about any new girls arriving
in the keep unless they’re part of the marquise’s attendants and that woman is
rather terrifying.”


She grinned at him. “Agatha.”


Horror washed over his face, swiping it clean of the
confident smirk that had been there. “Agatha? Clotho’s daughter?” He shuddered.
“Oh no, she wouldn’t understand my, ah, peculiarities and would think I was . .
.”


“In earnest?” she suggested.


He made a face. “Indeed.”


“How terrible.”


“Damaris!”


She flinched and Owen winced before they both looked up.
Clotho stood at the top of the stairs, a thin black shadow peering down at
them. Agatha hovered just behind her mother’s elbow until she caught sight of
Owen. The younger girl’s eyes lit up, and she nearly fell down the stairs in
her haste to reach the guardsman before he could flee.


As amusing as it would have been to see Owen squirm, Damaris
felt a frisson of pity for Agatha. Then, Clotho beckoned with a sharp gesture
and she reluctantly climbed the rest of the stairs. The housekeeper sniffed as
she approached. “I told you to be sure the fires were good and hot in the
library. Instead, I find you neglecting your work so you can flirt with one of
the guards. Need I remind you, yet again, that as an indentured servant you are
not free to entertain men?”


She bit back the correction that she could have permission
to entertain a suitor. Correcting Clotho would only earn her a swift trip to
the tower. Instead, she dipped a shallow curtsey. “Yes, Mistress Clotho. My
apologies. I promise it will not happen again.”


“See that it doesn’t,” the older woman stated severely.
“After you stoke the fires in the library, you will fetch trays and attend to
whatever the earl and his guests require. The earl has decided to move from the
great hall to the library within the hour, so do not dally.”


“I understand.” The words fell woodenly from her lips even
as the prickling sense of unease crept up her spine. The earl . . . The dragon
was going to see her again. What if he decided to silence her? For good. What
if he wasn’t the only dragon there?


 


* * *


 


How could a single night’s encounter spin his entire life
into a spiral as though he’d wounded a wing and now fell from above the clouds?
Tancred barely kept from frowning as he searched the faces of the servants
entering the great hall. The cinder lass had been Kushite, and there were
several women of Kushite blood among those filling the hall. There was no pale
blue among them, however.


He had spent most of the night waiting for Captain Huon or
Clotho to report an uproar among the servants that the cinder lass had gone
running to them with a tale about a dragon in the earl’s chambers. Neither had
come and neither had reported any such whispers throughout the day nor even this
evening. Perhaps . . . Perhaps, the cinder lass had lost her courage after
fleeing his bookroom.


Yet, there had been a strength to her like taimana heated
beneath dragon fires, hiding secrets unless you know what to look for with long
training. No, the cinder lass who had dared to strike the first dragon she’d
ever seen not once but four different times with books of varying heft would
not be one to lose her courage. There must be another reason for her continued
silence on his true nature. What it was? He had no idea.


“You see, love, you’ve bored even Tancred into a stupor.”
The cheerful tenor crashed into Tancred’s musings like a stone against a lake.
He glanced over to see Reed Dumont grinning at his wife as he continued, “No
one is as fascinated with those horrible smelly evil bleating menaces as you
are and that is because they’ve deceived you for years.”


The Marquise of Carabas merely slanted her gaze toward her
mate as she replied drily, “Yes, because as a shepherdess, I know nothing of
the nature of sheep.”


Her mate ignored the unspoken warning that even Tancred
could feel rolling off the woman as he leaned forward, mischief light his pale
green eyes, as he nearly purred, “Sheep are quite skilled at deceiving anyone
who has never been nearly trampled by them. Yet, you have survived years of
their company because you are the most cunning woman to grace this generation.”


Tancred coughed to hide a laugh while the marquise shoved
her husband away. “Reed, now is not the time to play the fool. Not even the
clever one.”


The man leaned in and stole a kiss before he straightened in
his seat once more. He smoothed a hand over his mottled hair before he mumbled,
“Always the practical one, Helena. As though taking over the north with your
woolly empire wasn’t enough.”


“Reed.”


This time he shut his mouth.


Tancred glanced over at the man with a faint grin. Despite
the lingering scent of dragon magic around the man, which undoubtedly explained
the unnatural mottling of his dark brown hair with lighter patches ranging in
color from cream to pale orange, Tancred had grown to enjoy his company. His
wife, Helena, was the first noble appointed from among commoners in centuries
and possessed a brilliantly sharp mind. Her proposal to create a sustainable
wool trade between their estates, and then to combine their mix of woolen and
tailored goods to supply the rest of the northern estates and villages had done
more than a little to increase his personal hoard. An achievement that would’ve
endeared her to many a dragon, and that was before the realization that he
would no longer need to guard against overpriced merchants attempting to cheat
him.


“I apologize if I have bored you, my lord Silvermere,” came
Helena’s soft comment. “I thought you would wish to have a report on how the
flock is prospering. Almost all of the ewes will lamb this year save for the
yearling ewes. We should have eighty head when the lambing season is over, if
not a little more.”


“No, I agree it is good news. The weavers will be most
pleased to learn you will send them even more work this coming year.” Tancred
set his goblet down and forced himself to truly focus on the business at hand.
“You said there was a private matter you wished to discuss with me, my lady. If
it is agreeable with you, perhaps we may retire to the library now. You’ll find
the atmosphere is far more given to the sharing of close tidings than my great
hall.”


“That is more than suitable,” the marquise murmured before
she grabbed her mate by the hand and practically dragged him out of his seat as
she rose. “Come, Reed.”


“Please tell me you didn’t sneak a lamb into the library.
They eat books.”


Helena closed her eyes and exhaled slowly. “Shaddai help
me,” she mumbled under her breath before fixing her husband with a stern look.
“I warned you not to leave the book on that rock, Reed Dumont. Do not blame the
sheep for your poor choices.”


Reed grinned. “I rather feel I should thank Shaddai that you
did not bring your crook with you this time. Or your sling.” His grin faltered
when his wife pulled a coiled sling out of her sleeve. He cleared his throat
twice before he attempted to speak again. “I would like to take this very
particular moment to remind you that you love me. And, I think I shall be too
much of a pest if you actually used that thing on me.”


“Oh my clever fool, I hope you are correct this time for I’m
not so certain,” she responded far too sweetly. Then, she turned her back on
her husband. Her dark gaze settled on Tancred, and she shook her head slightly.
“I would offer my apologies for him, however, I fear he is a lost cause when it
comes to proper manners,” she deadpanned.


Tancred couldn’t help grinning as Reed spluttered in
outrage. The Marquise of Carabas’ dry wit and deadpan counters to her more
effusive husband’s sly jabs was always amusing. He offered his arm as he
responded, “You granted him far more time to come to his senses than most
women. You shall be considered a woman of unfathomable patience for doing so.
However, you could always dunk him in the lake. Mountain fed water is always a
rigorous experience. It could possibly revive his manners.”


“That is most unkind of you, Silvermere,” Reed grumbled. “No
on appreciates the sheer magnitude of my company.”


“My sheep would certainly appreciate your company, my dear,”
the marquise replied simply as they strolled toward the library. “Shall I
apprentice you as an undershepherd after all?”


“Not in this lifetime, Helena. Not in this lifetime.”


Tancred led the couple into the library and paused mid-step
at the sight of unmistakable pale blue. The cinder lass wasn’t tending the
fires, however. Instead, she was setting down a tray with a flagon of wine and
three glasses. She went still at their arrival and then belatedly sank into a
deep curtsey. “Mistress Clotho sent me to attend you and your guests, my lord.”


No outcry or warning that he wasn’t what he seemed passed
from her lips. How very interesting. When he granted her permission to stay,
however, she rose from her curtsey and gave him a hard look. She narrowed her
eyes in . . . warning, perhaps?


Tancred resisted the urge to nudge the cinder maid into
speaking out of turn. Now was not the time to be distracted by his instinct’s
insistence that there was treasure to be found. He forced his attention back to
the marquise who was already seated. Her mate remained standing, leaning on his
elbow against the back of the chair. It was a calculated show of disinterest,
one that almost fooled even a dragon who knew the man would be the first to
leap to his mate’s defense.


Claiming his own seat, he tried not to grow distracted by
the faint scent of ashes and dried flowers that clung to the cinder maid. If
she hadn’t been missing the rich note of magic in her scent, he might have
believed she was like him. Tancred blinked the ridiculous thought away and
focused on the marquise. “What is this private matter that brought you down
from Carabas with winter still spreading her cloak on the mountains, Helena?”


The marquise’s gaze flicked to the maid and her pale blue
robe and cowl before returning to Tancred. “How much contact have you had with
the south this year?”


He shrugged a shoulder. “The caravans returning here and to
Carabas carry letters. Though, I am not much for writing them.” He bit the
inside of his cheek to keep from laughing as he caught a glimpse of the cinder
lass rolling her eyes when she turned around from serving the marquise a goblet
of wine. “Why? What rumbles come from the south beyond rumors of nervous men?”


“Rumors of nervous men can soon turn into the drums of war,”
Reed responded with surprising sobriety. He accepted his own goblet and then
raised it. “May Shaddai preserve all in this room.”


“Are things so bleak out of the south?”


“I spoke to the caravan master at length upon his return to
Carabas,” Helena stated with quiet firmness. “He said things are beginning to
come to fruit and none of us shall care for this particular crop when it’s
harvested. King Stephen’s paranoia is growing worse by the day. He sees dragons
everywhere and hunts for them among his own nobles.”


Glass shattered. Reed stepped in front of Helena’s chair, a
dagger appearing in his hand before his gaze fell on something and he relaxed.
Tancred rose from his seat and spun to see the girl had dropped a half filled
goblet, shattering it against the library’s stone floor. She looked up just
then, her dark brown eyes widening, and he tensed. If ever there was a moment
for her to denounce him, it was now.


 


* * *


 


Damaris could hardly breathe as she met the earl, no, the
dragon’s dark gaze. There was no hint of fire in them tonight. There was the
sound of a soft laugh, and she nearly jumped as she recalled the presence of
the others in the room. The Marquise of Carabas and her husband . . . or were
they dragons too?


She didn’t know. She couldn’t tell. Until their encounter
the night before, she hadn’t even suspected the earl was not who he appeared.
The marquise was speaking to her husband in low tones as he slipped a dagger
back inside his tunic sleeve.


She met the dragon’s eyes once more and slowly rose to her
feet. His gaze seemed to weigh on her like a cat considering whether it would
pounce. Not daring to take her eyes off him, she managed to dip a shaky curtsey
and then she backed away. Only when the earl resumed his own seat did she feel
able to turn away from him. She quickly fetched the spare glass from the mantle
and filled it with the dark wine that gleamed almost blood red in the
firelight.


The nobles had resumed speaking. The marquise’s commoner
accent grew stronger, softening her vowels, as she stated, “King Stephen has
refused again to treat with the queen of Aneirin. He tells the entire court at
Eryri in the presence of her ambassador that he believes her to be a dragoness
who has schemed, murdered, and deceived her way to the throne. And, this
despite repeated assurances and reports from Sir George to the contrary.” She
shook her head. “This is far worse than what it was even a year ago.”


Damaris carried the glass of wine to the earl. The way he
had turned his chair meant she could not simply place it on the table at his
elbow. Instead, she had to walk around in front of him as the marquise added,
“And he has issued orders that any courier or ambassador from Taliesin in the
north are to be turned away at the borders.”


“For what reason,” the dragon rumbled.


“He fears they are all dragons masquerading as men in order
to trick him.”


She stared at the dragon that looked so human at the moment.
His skin felt warm and like that of a human’s when their fingers brushed as he
accepted the glass from her. King Stephen wasn’t quite so mad as many thought,
it seemed. She hurried back to the relative safety of her second tray. There
were still refreshments to serve, but she tried to be slow in fixing the plates
as the conversation continued.


The dragon’s baritone was too easy to hear as he replied
simply, “Surely they are not all dragons.”


A thread of dissatisfaction wove its way into the marquise’s
voice. “Laugh if you like, Tancred, but it changes nothing as to the
seriousness of the matter. The caravan driver saw my sister, Trista, and she
sent a letter warning that the merchants are hearing rumors that the king
intends to close all of Cian Gwenith’s borders,
including the river road to Belfarad. And not solely to the couriers and
ambassadors sent by his fellow rulers but to everyone else who travels through
the other kingdoms. If he does this and he prevents the merchants and traders
from reaching Cian Gwenith or from reaching the Great Western Road, it will be
the height of foolishness. To do such a thing, even the mere whisper of this
plan is threatening to turn the commoners firmly against the crown.”


“I understand your concern, Helena, and I know you are more
attuned to the common folk’s reaction to such changes. However, the matter
remains in the realm of rumor and hearsay. We cannot approach the king on such
tenuous grounds. It would likely only turn him against his own people if his
mind is as overwrought as we are to believe.”


“Some might say he has already begun to do so,” Sir Reed
interjected. “He’s been harassing those who opposed his claim to the crown
during the war of succession for over two years. Now we hear rumors that he’s
begun turning those same suspicions on his allies. Those closest to Eryri or
dwell within the capital’s walls are particular targets.”


“For now,” the marquise resumed the conversation. “However,
I fear it will not take long before King Stephen’s eyes turn to those of us in
the north. We will not want to be the ones his gaze lands on when it happens.”


Damaris finally picked up two of the plates holding the meat
pies the earl was said to be so fond of and carried them back to where the
nobles sat. She skirted around the broken glass and spilled wine as the dragon
raised a placating hand. “My friends, I understand your concerns and you are
right to be wary. However, for the time being, until we know better what is truth
and what is exaggeration, we must proceed with caution. Let us keep watch over
the south, yes. Nevertheless, let us also remain skeptical without proof. Would
you accept these rumors of dragons disguised as men without witnessing such a
fabled transformation yourself?”


The marquise and her husband exchanged an unreadable look
before the marquise nodded to the deceptive dragon before her. “Very well. We
will continue to watch and to listen. We shall also contact Sir George. He will
have a better grasp of the truths among the rumors.”


“An excellent idea,” the dragon hummed before he glanced at
Damaris and nodded to the plates she held. “Meat pie?”


The marquise shook her head as she gained her feet. “I thank
you but no. The food this evening was more than enough. I wish to retire now.”


Her husband eyed the plates for a long moment before he took
her by the arm. “I shall come with you. Make sure none of those blasted wooly
brained bleaters have snuck in to trample us in our sleep.”


A faint smile curved the marquise’s lips. “You think far
more highly of the sheep’s capabilities than anyone else I know.”


“I was nearly trampled by the creatures twice.”


“Weren’t you smaller when that happened?” she responded
drily as they rounded the bookshelves.


The only answer Damaris heard was his laughter followed by
“Cruel woman. You’ve not an ounce of sympathy for my plight.”


She turned back to the earl only to freeze when she realized
he was standing a scant hand’s breadth away. He took one of the plates from her
and set it on the table. “Help yourself to the meat pies. I must attend my
guests.”


He strode away, disappearing around the shelves, without
another word. She stared after his trail for a long moment. Then, her stomach
gurgled at the smell of the still steaming meat pies. She hadn’t had a chance
to eat since that morning. Even then, she had been so nervous about the dragon
that she hadn’t been able to eat more than a bit of meat and cheese that had
nearly stuck in her throat before she washed it down with a cup of water.


She looked down at the plate she still held and almost gave
in to her hunger. Her hand stopped just short of the pie as a new thought
occurred to her. What if he had drugged it or spelled it somehow? An easy means
of ridding himself of her before she could reveal the truth to others. She set
the plate down on the table and backed away.


Now, she felt more than a little foolish. Yet, she couldn’t
bring herself to go back. She couldn’t take the risk. A headache threatened,
throbbing slightly in her temples, as she turned to fetch a cloth to mop up the
spilled wine. Clotho would have a fit if she found out what had happened
tonight. Dropping and breaking the glassware was never acceptable and even less
so in front of the earl, not to mention his guests.


Never mind that the earl was really a dragon. One who could
not be trusted. Dropping into a crouch, Damaris tucked the hem of her robe
closer to her ankles to keep from staining it. She didn’t have a third to
change into, and her other robe still hadn’t been laundered from yesterday.
After rolling back her sleeves as well, she began plucking the larger glass
shards from the floor.


“Why didn’t you give me away?”


She jumped, her hand tightening reflexively, only to hiss as
pain blossomed from her hand. She glanced down to see blood mingled with the
remnants of wine on the glass shards. Then, she looked up to see the earl
standing to her right looking rather . . . irritated.


Her heart sank. He’d decided to get rid of her then.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Four


 


The coppery scent of blood filled the air, mingling with
the aroma of the spilled wine and the savory scent of the meat pies cooling on
the table. Tancred yanked a spare cloth from the table and extended it to the
cinder maid. “Take this to staunch the bleeding. Or do you need me to wrap it
for you?”


Dark brown eyes flashed with a mix of pain and temper as she
retorted, “Why should you pretend to help me? When you are more likely to
simply be angling for a better bite at my neck.”


He grinned in spite of himself. “Oh, now you offer insult.
Although, perhaps, it is merely confusion for you seem to be confusing dragons
with the vampires that plague the far eastern countries beyond the Burnt
Lands.” He tucked the cloth into his belt and dropped into a crouch in front of
the woman. Picking up the wine soaked cloth, he spread it beneath her hands and
then lightly cupped her injured hand.


An odd sense of awareness traveled through his skin making
his chest grow warm with his inner flame. Pushing the oddity aside, he guided
her hand to tilt so the shards of glass fell onto the cloth as he murmured,
“Besides, you’ll find most dragons see absolutely no point in devouring humans.
There’s not enough meat on your bones to make it worth the hassle of being harassed
by angry villagers. Or worse, the village decides to send its maidens as
sacrifices and then you must figure out what to do with them. It’s quite the
ordeal.”


After gently brushing any remaining splinters of glass from
her hand, he took the clean cloth from his belt and began wrapping it over her
cuts. “There. Better.” He glanced at her, but she wouldn’t look at him. “Why
didn’t you denounce me to the marquise? She’s the only other noble who outranks
me. Why not reveal that I was what King Stephen fears is true across his
kingdom?”


“I didn’t know if they were . . . like you,” came the soft
response. She still wouldn’t look at him but her tone turned dry as she added,
“And getting killed by creatures that are not supposed to exist would be
undignified.”


Tancred chuckled as he finished wrapping her hand, and then
tied a knot to secure it. “There. You should go see Bettrys and have her clean
it.” He hesitated before reaching out to touch her chin, pressing until she was
facing him once more. Ducking his head, he leaned in close as he tested her
scent for any other pain while murmuring, “You’ve no need to fear the others. I
am the only one hidden among the humans. I can smell a dragon. Our scent is
unique, hints of smoke from the fire we always carry mixed with the rich bite
of dragon magic. Your scent lacks it . . . a true pity. I should have liked
another dragon in the keep.”


He leaned in closer, intrigued by the scent of dried flowers
and her skin. His fingers trailed up of their own accord to touch her dark
hair. Thick like wool, soft, but too much texture to be smooth like silk. It
was different. He liked it.


The strike stung his hand, and then his cheek. He pulled
back abruptly. What had just happened?


The cinder maid’s dark eyes sparked like heated coals as she
hissed, “I am not your property, dragon. I am not yours to be touched.”


She leapt to her feet, and Tancred did the same. The apology
stopped on the tip of his tongue as his mind latched onto a different idea. She
might not be dragon, true. Nevertheless, there was an unmistakable draw to her
. . . Perhaps, she could be his companion after all.


There was only way to find out. He stepped toward her,
catching her by the wrist before she could run off. He kept his voice low as he
questioned, “I thought the indentured were bound to the will of the master for
so long as the indenture holds? You should be compliant at all times, yes?
Isn’t that how humans understand and treat indentured servants?”


She glared at him but her voice was low and steady as she retorted,
“Some do and others do not. You would be a far better man if you remained with
those who do not abuse the papers of indenture. However, if you try this, then
I promise you that I do not care if you are supposed to be my master. I will
gladly risk the punishment of fleeing my indenture before I will ever
condescend to be your . . . companion.”


“That seems an overreaction,” he muttered as he released her
wrist. Then, realization struck and he scoffed. “You think I mean to force you
into being my mate? I assure you that I do not become so involved with my
companions, and my offer is of a different nature.”


Her stomach growled, and he chuckled. “Though, I think I
shall not tell you it tonight. Eat the meat pies before you decide to bite me,
then seek Bettrys for your hand.”


The cinder maid stared at him for a long moment. “You plan
to just leave?”


“For tonight. I have more business to attend to and,” he
paused to pat his flat stomach, “I already devoured a butcher and a half
today.”


She blinked and then laughed before covering her mouth, eyes
going wide.


Tancred grinned. “There is something about you that . . .
Well, never mind that. Come to my bookroom tomorrow evening if you wish to hear
the whole of it.” He paused deliberately then added, “That is if you are not
too timid to hear what sort of bargain a dragon might offer you.”


 


* * *


 


The earl, or dragon rather, had not been gone from the
library long. He had taken the soiled cloth filled with glass shards with him.
And, he had ordered her to eat the meat pies before she left.


Despite her earlier misgivings, the smell of the food proved
too tantalizing to resist. She was almost finished with one pie when the dragon
abruptly rounded the bookshelves. The flaky crust and savory meat in her mouth
turned to sand as she took in his scowl.


Before she could think of a way to ask if he’d changed his
mind about killing her, he spoke. “What is your true name? I can hardly call
you the cinder lass for the rest of time.”


She blinked at him. “You do not remember? You read it on the
papers of indenture.”


“Over three years have passed since I last looked at those
papers, and I have read many other names in that time,” he grumbled. “Your true
name.”


“Damaris Desrosiers.”


An odd almost glazed expression entered his eyes, which
seemed to hint at fire within as he spoke in a more resonate baritone, like how
he had sounded in his other form. “Damaris Desrosiers.”


The sound of her name sank into her very bones although she
didn’t quite understand why.


The earl nodded as he murmured in his regular voice, “Yes,
it will do.”


A frown leapt to her lips as she stared at him. “You could
hardly change my name to suit your preferences. It is my name, my true name.”


He grinned, his eyes sparking with amusement. He looked far
too handsome . . . , no, too human as he chuckled. “Ah, but, some companions do
change their names. Let us see. I could change your name to Cindy. Hmm, or
perhaps Cinder would suit you better.”


It took every ounce of control for her not to throw
something at his insufferable grin. “If you dared attempt such names on me, I
am afraid you would be the next to be called mad for no one would ever answer
such calls. And, I shall gladly share your delusions of maids called Cinder or
Cindy.”


His grin turned a little fiercer, and his eyes seemed to
flicker with orange heat. But a strong thread of satisfaction wound its way
through his voice as he replied, “You are not a little mouse after all. Finish
proving it tomorrow night, Damaris Desrosiers. You will want to hear this
offer.”


 


* * *


 


“There has been no sign of any unwanted guests, my lord.”


Tancred nodded as he strolled along the top of the wall.
“Good. Maintain your vigilance, Captain Huon. I do not want to find spies have
crept among us. There is too much risk to innocents if we were to suffer their
presence.”


The captain nodded, his shaved scalp a dark contrast to the
grey sky and white cloak draped over his broad shoulders. He touched a finger
to the jagged scar across his eye, leaving a milky film in its wake. “A wise
decision, my lord, especially given the change to the king’s temper.”


“Yes, I want you to . . .” he trailed off as a flash of pale
blue caught his eye. Damaris was by the well, filling water buckets.


“My lord?”


Tancred blinked and then cleared his throat. “The indentured
servant . . . She has been in the keep more than three years. Have there ever
been problems with her?”


He could feel the captain’s gaze on him. No doubt, the man
was questioning his sanity. Shaddai above, he
was questioning his sanity. Yet, he couldn’t look away from the splash of pale
blue. After a pregnant pause, Captain Huon’s deep voice filled the air with a
low rumble. “Not of any substance, my lord.”


“There have been problems without substance?”


Another pause, then Huon sighed. “Your housekeeper doesn’t
like the girl for being indentured.”


“Clotho usually shows better judgement.” Tancred started to
resume walking only to slow when he noticed one of the guardsmen approaching
Damaris.


“That is Owen,” Huon offered before he could even ask.
“According to the gossips pretending to be soldiers, he has been flirting after
the cinder maid for months. She seems welcoming enough to his attentions.
Enough that my men claim some of the other servant girls fill their ears with
complaints that she has snared Owen instead of allowing them to be wooed,” he
murmured drily.


Fire stirred before he caught himself. No. No matter the
strange pull toward her he had felt the night before in the library, he had no
claim to her heart. It was better if she had a standing attachment. It would
keep them both at an appropriate distance, make him think of her as a sibling
or cousin. His gaze strayed to the pale blue robe as she picked up both buckets
and slowly made her way toward the kitchen. Thinking of her as kin would be
difficult. He’d never felt for any of his cousins what he’d felt in the
library. And Damaris was . . . not a dragon.


 


* * *


 


Damaris carefully raked the ashes over the baking loaves
and then swept the remains off the hearth. She set the pail of ashes to one
side and leaned back on her heels as she dabbed beads of sweat off her brow.
The hard shove to her back nearly sent her tumbling into the fireplace before
she managed to catch herself on the side of the stones. She hissed as the heat
from the stones kissed her skin, although thank Shaddai it wasn’t hot enough to
burn.


She turned her head to look for her attacker only to be slapped
across the face. She rocked unsteadily, this time slamming a shoulder into the
edge of the stones. She blinked and raised a hand to ward off any further
blows.


There was a screech, and then a cloud of ash choked her as
the pail was dumped over her. She heard it clatter to the ground as more people
shouted. Cook was roaring in his deep voice for someone to . . . Damaris
doubled over, coughing against the ash invading her nose and mouth. She could
barely breathe much less see what was happening, although she could hear more
screeching and shouts. She opened her eyes and could just make out, beyond the
tears and ash clinging to her lashes, the shape of a girl being held off the
ground by one of the undercooks.


Turning her sleeve inside out, she wiped the ash away from
her eyes and nose before she tried once more to figure out what had happened. A
sharp shout split the air, “What is the meaning of this? Benoi,
release Agatha at once! What were you thinking to handle my daughter in such a
way?”


“That girl of yours is mad,” Cook rumbled. “She nearly
shoved the cinder lass headfirst into the fires.”


Damaris blinked until she could finally see around her. Benoi, one of the undercooks, was lowering Agatha to stand
on her own feet again. The girl’s eyes flashed with fury. It seemed as though
she were about to dig her nails into him before she glanced at the other side
of the kitchen. Damaris followed the younger girl’s gaze only to shiver when
she met Clotho’s furious squint. The woman’s black gown and stiff white wimple
were immaculate. The same could not be said of the kitchen. Grey flecks of ash
covered everything from the fireplace to the long table that held the dough and
meats Cook had been preparing for the morning meal. Freshly scrubbed pots were
covered in it as well as three tall stacks of dishes and trenchers. The sight
alone was enough to make her want to weep.


Agatha wasted no time in protesting, “She was drawing sigils
in the ash! I was only trying to keep her from spelling all of us like she has
Owen!”


She gaped at the girl before she slowly shook her head. “I
was only tending to the loaves as they baked. I don’t know magic.”


“You’re a liar and a witch,” Agatha snapped. “Owen wouldn’t
be chasing after you if you weren’t forcing him to think he loved you.”


An incredulous laugh escaped her. “Love? Owen does not love
me. He doesn’t love anyone save himself. And, I most certainly have no interest
in him. Certainly not enough to risk my life with some sigil drawing.”


“You see? She admits to drawing sigils.” Agatha stepped
toward her, an almost manic light in her eyes, as she thrust a finger at her.
“She is a witch by her own admission. You all heard her!”


“I heard nothing of the sort,” Cook rumbled. “What I see is
my kitchens are made filthy by a petty squabble over some emptyheaded guardsman
by two servant girls. Clotho, his lordship will not be pleased to hear such
frivolous accusations.”


Agatha stamped her foot. “Mother! You must see it! She is a
witch!”


“Calm yourself child and be silent!” Clotho hissed, making
Agatha swallow her next words. The woman’s furious squint landed on Damaris
next. “And, you. Making mischief. Attempting to get my daughter into trouble by
causing her to believe you were playing with magic? All of what has happened
here is your fault. You will never make any drawings in the ash again.”


“Mistress Clotho, I did not—”


“Silence!” Clotho strode to the tinder pile and withdrew a
slender branch and then she gestured sharply at Damaris. “Come here!”


She didn’t want to go anywhere near the furious woman. For a
brief moment, she entertained the thought of running, but where could she go?
As she slowly forced her feet to move toward where Clotho was waiting, she
couldn’t help glancing around at the others. Everyone watched, but no one moved
or spoke up again. Not Benoi or even his uncle, Cook.
When she met their gazes, they both looked away from her. Cook gave his head a
slow shake. There was no use fighting the housekeeper. She was within her
rights to punish servants . . . and the indentured servant was the lowest of
the low. There was no one who would stand up for her or protest Clotho’s
treatment.


Biting back tears of sheer frustration, Damaris raised her
chin slightly as she came to a halt in front of Clotho. The older woman looked
her over for a long moment before she spoke clearly enough for all in the
kitchens to hear her. “The punishment for anyone who plays at witchery by
drawing sigils is to lose a hand or two fingers. However, since Agatha
destroyed the evidence against you in her . . . misguided attempt to prevent
harm to the rest of us, I shall be far more merciful. Hold out your left hand
with the palm up, girl. Now.”


She couldn’t help tensing in anticipation of what she knew
was coming. Her fingers trembled despite her best efforts as she held her hand
out. The first strike was quick, and the sting took a moment to register. The
second strike hurt a little more. Then, the third and fourth followed in even
quicker succession. By the time Clotho had delivered ten strikes of the switch
to the palm of her hand, Damaris was digging her nails into her leg and biting
her cheek hard enough to taste blood.


Finally, the strikes stopped and Clotho set the switch back
in the tinder pile. “You will clean every inch of this kitchen.”


“With respect, Clotho, I do not want that girl to clean my
kitchen,” Cook suddenly rumbled. “This ash is everywhere, and I trust only my
own to clean it.”


Clotho’s eyelid twitched and for a moment, Damaris wondered
if she was about to snatch the switch back up to use on Cook. A ridiculous
idea, of course. Especially since Cook was twice her size. She sniffed. “She
will still help. Have her scrub the pots and clean the fireplace.” Clotho gave
Damaris another hard look as she added, “You will have no rations for the next
three days.”


“Yes, Mistress Clotho,” she murmured.


“Agatha, you will come with me.” Clotho waited for her
daughter to approach and then grasped her by the wrist and pulled her from the
kitchens, pausing only once to shout, “All of you, return to work!”


Damaris’ hands shook and her left hand throbbed painfully as
she dutifully scrubbed each of the huge pots inside and out. She’d been forced
to brush off the ash spilled on her clothes as best she could, but the water
she used for scrubbing seemed to set the ashes deeper into the fabric smearing
it with dark grey streaks. Her cheek throbbed to a lesser extent, and she
willed herself to ignore it all.


The kitchen maids whispered amongst themselves as they
worked to repair the damage until Cook silenced them with a look while he and
his helpers once more began the process of preparing the morning meal. He’d
ordered the youngest boys to run the spoiled meats to the hippogriff handlers.


Hours crawled past until only Damaris and Cook remained in
the kitchens. Cook placed the last of his doughs to rise for in the morning and
then he gave her a long look. However, he said nothing before he too left. Then
she was alone, still attempting to clean the fireplace while ignoring the
painful numbness in her hands after hours of scrubbing.


“What did you do to earn Clotho’s rage now?”


Damaris didn’t look up at Bettrys’ voice as she replied
softly, “It was Agatha’s rage. Her mother merely punished me, and no one
stopped her.”


“Must be why Cook looked as though he’d been accused of
harming a woman when he disturbed my sleep,” Bettrys muttered as she grasped
Damaris by the wrist. “What did she use?”


“A switch from the tinder pile. Ten lashes.”


“Harrumph, this is her being easy with you? What was that
man thinking to say such a thing?”


Damaris didn’t bother to answer as she allowed the healer to
smear a salve across her throbbing palm. No one would stop Clotho and Agatha.
Not fully. And she . . . She couldn’t escape them. There was nowhere to run and
even if there was, there would be no hiding that she was indentured without any
other clothes to wear. She was trapped between two vipers unless . . . Unless
she could find a way to meet the dragon’s challenge. No, she needed more. She needed
to strike a bargain with him. One that would allow her to escape from beneath
Clotho’s heel and away from Agatha’s spite.


“I don’t know what you just decided to do, girl, but I hope
it will work. For your sake. And so I’m not constantly using my good salves on
you.”


She glanced up into the healer’s eyes and managed a small
smile. “As do I, Bettrys. Though I always miss our conversations when I am not
in need of a salve for a burn or bruise.”


The healer harrumphed. “If you gained bruises more often, I
would have gone to the earl myself. Instead, you gain them in droves for a
sennight or two and then nothing for months. Whatever you decided, I hope you
will listen to me and stay far away from Agatha this time. That girl has gone
mad over that fool of a guard. Stay away from them both.”


“I shall do my best,” she promised.


She waited a quarter of an hour after Bettrys left. The
salves she used did wonders to easing the pain in her hands and cheek to barely
noticeable. Damaris scrubbed at her face and the front of her hair, but she
still had some smudges of ash.


Her other robe and cowl were still being laundered, which
meant her ashy robe and cowl would have to suffice. She crept through the
corridors of the keep until she finally stood in front of the earl’s bookroom.
She paused, knocked once, and then tried the handle. It opened.


She slipped inside and closed it before she could second
guess her decision. There was a snort from behind her. She looked around to see
the dragon was sitting at his desk, a quill delicately clutched in his claw
tipped hand, but his focus was on her. He tilted his angular head to one side
and stated simply, “You should be more careful not to roll about in the ashes.”


“What is it you want from me?” She moved toward the desk,
taking care not to bump into anything as she continued in a low rush of a
whisper, “You said you want me to be your companion. What does that mean?”


The dragon lowered his quill and stood up, his wings
rustling with the movement. “As my companion, you would allow me to maintain my
appearance as fully human. Since you read, you may also serve as my scribe when
I cannot write missives myself.” He paused for a moment that seemed to stretch
out for minutes if not hours, then his resonate baritone sank through her as he
stated, “In return for this agreement, I will free you from your indenture.”


It was everything she wanted and yet . . . “And, you only
want me to help you stay human? To be a scribe?” She shook her head slowly, not
quite able to believe it. “That cannot be everything you want.”


The dragon’s nostrils flared, and his wings unfurled
slightly. However, his voice remained calm as he replied, “As I told you last
night, I do not become so, shall we say, personally involved with my
companions. Besides, dragons have companions who may be male, female, young, or
old. Do you think all such relationships would acquire the intimacy of a mated
pair when there are the bonds of familial, parental and sibling, and friendship
as well?”


Her cheeks grew warm, but then she nodded. “You are correct,
of course. Relationships may take many forms that do not fall within the realm
of lovers and endure rich and true for years. However, I suppose it is because
I am human and this is not . . . common. There being a bond between a man and a
woman whom he calls his companion, that is. Most people who were to hear such
an address would assume there is something far more intimate between the pair.”


“There was a time when humans practiced the art of
companionship with each other as well as other races. Though that was before my
time as well.” The dragon waved a clawed hand in a manner that could only be
described as airy as he continued, “The suspicions of idle minds are unworthy
of acknowledgment, Damaris. However, since it troubles you, I give you my word
that you won’t be prevented from marrying in the future. All I ask is that you
allow the bond between us to have a year to mature into a firm link before you
introduce a mate bond.”


“Why?”


“I have only had one companion before you, and she was a
wyvern. The books I’ve been studying do not address the establishment of a bond
of companionship with a pureblood human, so I am not certain what changes you
will experience. Save for the lengthening of your lifespan to that of a dragon,
of course.”


Damaris stared at him as she attempted to process everything
he had just said. “How long do dragons live?”


“Oh, centuries. There are a few elders who’ve lived at least
ten centuries or was it twenty? I don’t remember at the moment, and we lost
many of our eldest during the dragon wars along with many of the youngest.”


“How old are you?”


He grinned, an odd expression on his reptilian face that
exposed his mouthful of fangs. “I am only sixty years of age, and I was born in
the Burnt Lands.”


“Only sixty,” she repeated under her breath. “A veritable
boy.”


The dragon huffed. “Don’t be insulting, woman. I am more
than of age. We don’t slow in aging until we are past our twentieth year. The
older we grow, the more slowly time affects us. It will be the same for you
when the bond is established.”


She hesitated a moment and then forced a question past her
lips. She suspected she already knew the answer. Nevertheless, she couldn’t
rest easy until she heard it from the dragon himself. “Will I still need to
report to Clotho?”


His head drew back, and he huffed a stream of smoke from his
slit nostrils. “No, of course not! A dragon’s companion may only be commanded
by their dragon. No one else has authority over you from the moment our bond is
established.”


She wouldn’t have to fear Clotho’s wrath anymore or dread
Agatha’s next scheme in a fit of jealous rage. The thought alone made her want
to embrace the dragon.


“Are you ready?”


She nodded. “I am.”


The dragon approached, towering over her as he held out his
right arm. She clasped it, feeling the roughness of his scales when her fingers
brushed against them and the heat they held. Then, he took her left hand only
to pause, dipping his muzzle low as he sniffed. “Why are you doused in healing
salves?”


“A mishap occurred in the kitchens.” She hedged around the
full truth. Setting the dragon against Clotho would only ensure the women
targeted her even after she escaped her indenture. She needed this freedom more
than to risk losing it to Clotho and Agatha’s lies. “It is nothing to worry
over as I shall not be there anymore.”


He studied her for a long moment, then dipped his head.
“Very well.” He tugged her hand toward his chest and gently pressed it against
the center just above his diaphragm. She could feel his heart beat beneath the
far side of her hand and there was an intense heat beneath the heel of her
palm. “My inner flame. Now, I do the same to you. Do not beat my nose again.”


He placed the flat of his palm over the center of her chest
and slightly to the left, taking care not to snag her robe with his claws. The
heat of his touch seeped through the robe’s fabric and into her skin until it
almost felt as though his heat was surrounding her heart.


His resonate baritone vibrated through her as he spoke,
“Damaris Desrosiers, daughter of Dumi, do you pledge to serve within the
household of Tancred as companion? Do you pledge fidelity as you are bound to
me? Before Shaddai and upon your true name?”


“I pledge it before Shaddai and upon my true name.”


Heat surged beneath her hands and around her heart as though
fire were sinking through her skin and into her very being. The dragon bowed
his head. “As dragon and master to the companion, Damaris Desrosiers, I,
Tancred, pledge by my true name to protect her and to share in my hoard and
meals and home with her until such a time as death parts us or we choose
ourselves to dissolve this bond of companionship. This I pledge before Shaddai
and upon my true name.”


Then, he leaned in close and blew a smoke laden breath over
her knocking her cowl back with the force of it. Finally, he closed the scant
distance between them to press his broad scaly forehead against hers.


He blew another breath over her, moving her hair, before he
released his grip and stepped out of reach.


“That sounded . . . very much like we needed a priest of
Shaddai,” Damaris gasped. She reached up to touch where his hand had rested
against her chest. Her robe was still warm. She looked at him with more
curiosity than anything else. “Is that how it is always done?”


“Oh no. That was the most formal means of establishing a
companion bond. It’s not the most common anymore. It is the fastest to
establish itself between different species, however, which is why I chose it
for tonight.”


Damaris nodded slowly, pretending his words made sense. She
had done it. She had entered a bargain with a dragon. Now, she could only pray
that she would not come to regret doing so.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Five


 


“What in all of Sonera are you
wearing?”


He felt a frisson of amusement as Damaris slanted him a
sideways glance before she resumed plucking books out of one of the chairs in
his bookroom. For all her hesitation to become his companion, it hadn’t even
taken a full hour for her to give him looks worthy of any dragoness. Still, he didn’t
let the sight distract him. It couldn’t distract him, not from the pale blue of
her robe and cowl. These were clean compared to the ash stains on her other
garment and, yet, they made his throat ache with the need to breath fire.


He snapped his fingers and pointed at her robe. “What are
you wearing? You are no longer indentured.”


She shrugged. “I have no other clothes to wear.”


“Why not?”


This time she rolled her eyes before she turned her back on
him. “When I was indentured, my stepmother kept everything that had once been
mine. Indentured servants do not own anything until they have served out of
their term of service.”


He scowled. “A ridiculous rule. Where are you from? I shall
send someone to fetch your belongings from this stepmother of yours.”


Damaris shook her head again.


He huffed. “Now, what is the matter with such a plan?”


“Lady Tremblay is no longer at my father’s manor. She’s been
gone almost as long as I have, and I helped load the majority of what had been
in my former wardrobe into Howell’s wagon. She sold it to ensure she and her
daughter would be able to return to the southern cities.”


“What a drake.”


A soft laugh rewarded his grumbled declaration. Damaris
finally turned back toward him, her arms filled with books. “I will see if
Bettrys knows of a spare kirtle I might borrow. If not, the next load of
tailored goods is due from Carabas in a month’s time and I will purchase more
acceptable gowns. Until then, however, I shall make do with my robe.”


He looked her over, still not liking the symbolism behind
the robe’s color. However . . . “Very well, as long as you continue to leave
off the cowl. I prefer being able to see your face.”


“The cowl doesn’t block my face.”


“It does from the sides,” he countered as he pulled a fresh
sheet of parchment out. He peeked at her to see that she was shaking her head,
but the cowl still hung down her back allowing her thick curly dark hair to be
seen. He nodded at the sight and then began scratching out a message for
Carabas.


 


* * *


 


Damaris frowned at the dragon’s back. The stubborn
creature of a man had refused to answer any of her questions when he’d
interrupted her battle to assert order in his bookroom. Three days of work, and
she had only managed to clear a single chair for half a day before more books
appeared.


She followed him through the corridors and down a set of
stairs before he abruptly stopped in front of one of the better guest chambers.
He grinned at her, confidence shining in his brown eyes, before he swung the
door open. “This is for you.”


He grasped her by the hand when she didn’t move and tugged
her through the doorway before she could protest. “Here we are. What do you
think?”


She could hardly form a coherent thought, much less words,
as she took in the bewildering sight of a maid she vaguely recognized standing
beside a bed whose coverlet was completely hidden by cloth bundles. She looked
from the bed to the maid, who didn’t so much as look at her, and then finally
to the dragon. “I am not certain what this is, my lord.”


“I told you three days past indenture robes are not suitable
attire for you now that you are my companion.”


The maid’s head came up sharply for the span of a breath,
eyes wide, before dropping back to the floor. She was likely thinking the worst
of Damaris now. How wonderful. An early start to the rumors.


Damaris pressed her lips together as she struggled to choose
the right words. “You are being far too generous, my lord. I could not possibly
use all of this, and I am comfortable in the servants’ quarters.” Never mind
that the room she shared with six other servant girls was so tight that she
spent more nights sleeping by the hearth in the kitchen, where it was warmer in
winter. And, she didn’t risk feet or elbows digging into her back in the middle
of the night.


The earl ignored her as he clapped his hands together. “No,
my mind is decided. This is to be your chamber now. Choose something to wear,
and then you may return to work in my bookroom. I must see what has my
hippogriff handlers in an uproar, but I will return this afternoon to inspect
your work.”


He strode from the room without so much as another word to
her. Although, the man had the gall to wink at her before leaving. Oh, how she
wished she had a rock as hard as his daft dragon skull. Insufferable man . . .
dragon.


She caught the maid peeking at her again and bit back the
need to explain. How in all the Five Kingdoms could she explain anything? It
wasn’t as though she could simply explain the earl was truly a dragon, and she
was more maid than companion.


Instead, she forced a kind smile as she nodded. “Lissy, it is good to see you today.” She closed the door
and then crossed the room, still speaking lightly, “It appears the earl was not
willing to wait for me to find a kirtle to wear now that I am free of my
indenture. Nobles have little patience on such matters, it seems.” She paused,
then glanced back at the maid who still stood silent with her eyes fixed on the
rushes covering the chamber floor. “How is your burn? Did Bettrys’ ointment
help?”


For the first time, there was the tiniest bob of a chin in
answer.


Damaris smiled. “Good. I am glad it worked for you as I’d
hoped.” She glanced at the packages, almost afraid of what was inside, before
she forced herself to ask brightly, “Shall we see what is in these?”


She didn’t wait for Lissy to
answer. The poor girl was trembling so much she couldn’t help but wonder if
Agatha had been bullying the young maid again. Or she was simply too terrified
of drawing Clotho’s ire to even dare speak to Damaris. After the incident with
the ash, well, Damaris could hardly blame the girl.


She’d only dared to eat during the last three days when she
was hidden away in the earl’s bookroom. She wasn’t certain if Tancred had told
Clotho she was no longer indentured. However, that was a conversation she most
certainly would not be having with the housekeeper herself. Let the dragon do
it!


She untied one of the packages and nearly bit her tongue in
surprise. Fine wool of the highest quality spilled out of the wrapping, its
deep blue colors equal to a sapphire and the neckline embroidered with gold
thread. Oh, no.


Surely, he hadn’t ordered all of them in the same cloth and
cut . . .


Yet with each package she opened, the opulent quality of the
gown within made her almost afraid to even touch the fabric. They were of
colors and quality suited more to a countess than a merchant’s daughter.


Oh, that dragon. What had he been thinking? There were only
four packages remaining and she dreaded opening them. Picking one on the
opposite end of the bed, she carefully undid the ties and then pulled the outer
cloth back to expose . . . silver. Her jaw dropped open as she stared at a gown
made of what could only be silvercloth. It was too fine to even touch.


She left it partially unwrapped, the rich silver shining
faintly beneath the light from the windows. She couldn’t believe what she was
seeing. A gown of silvercloth, truly? Was he trying to ruin her good name
entirely?


She was not a countess. In truth, only the Countess of
Silvermere would be able to afford such a gown. No, she was never going to wear
that gown. The dragon needed Bettrys to inspect him for a head injury. Perhaps,
she’d done more than surprise him when she smacked him in the side of the head
with a book. Although, that was almost a sennight past now. Still, it could be
responsible.


More than half afraid there would be a gown of gold to
accompany the silver, Damaris grabbed another of the cloth bundles and quickly
opened it. A slow breath of relief escaped her when she saw the dark green of
wool. There was a ribbon of gold thread framing the scooped neck of the bliaut
and matching ribbon on the sleeves. However, that was the extent of the gown’s
adornment. It was practically plain next to the silvercloth.


“Lissy, help me change into this
will you?”


The girl didn’t move at first, but then she slowly
approached. Her gaze kept straying to the silver gown. Damaris rolled the pale
blue robe and cowl into a tight ball, and then placed it in the discarded cloth
bundle. If she never saw that particular shade of blue again, it would be too
soon. She smoothed her hands over the front of her bliaut, marveling at the
softness of the wool. No wonder the Marquise of Carabas had been so successful
in revitalizing the northern villages.


She jumped as the chamber door burst open and Agatha
screeched, “You see! It is as I said!” She pointed a shaking finger at Damaris.
“She is a conniving, deceptive wench and a thief.”


“No,” Damaris stated firmly. “I am neither, and I am most
certainly not a thief.”


Clotho slashed her hand through the air. “Be silent! Have
you no respect for the mercy and kindness shown to you here? I spared you not
even four nights past, and you are attempting to flee your indenture. Guards.”
She gestured to the two men who followed in their wake. “Arrest this woman and
take her to the bailey to be punished. She is to receive the full punishment
for attempting to escape her indenture. Twenty lashes as is mandated by the
law.”


She could hardly believe her ears. Even the guards looked
askance at Clotho before they shook their heads. Agatha stamped her foot. “What
are you waiting for? You see her standing there in a gown that she most likely
stole from the Marquise of Carabas and more are on the bed. She’s an indentured
servant. She is not permitted to wear anything but the robe of blue!”


“Calm yourself, Agatha,” Clotho snapped.


“Mistress Clotho, I have done nothing wrong. I am not a
thief or attempting to run away.” Damaris turned to the maid who had retreated
toward the dressing table. “Lissy. Tell them where
these gowns came from, please.”


The girl opened her mouth and then turned pale as the moon
when Agatha hissed, “She’s only going to tell us what we see. That you are a
thief and a runaway.”


Clotho gestured to her. “Take the woman into custody. Now.”


The men exchanged uneasy glances and then they stepped into
the room only to freeze when a deep voice interjected, “Mistress Clotho, need I
remind you that you do not have authority over my men? Nor do you decide when a
runaway’s punishment will be doled out. That decision is for the earl alone to
make.”


Damaris locked her knees to keep from sagging in relief at
the appearance of the captain of the guard. The large Kushite man looked all
the fiercer for his shaved scalp and scarred eye. However, he had never
bothered her. And, a few times his presence had deterred the worst of the
teasing by his own men.


Seizing the advantage of the captain’s presence, she stood
taller and raised her chin as she stated firmly, “You also do not have any
authority over me, Mistress Clotho. I am no longer indentured. I was freed of
my papers by the earl and given a new position reporting directly to him.”


Captain Huon raised an eyebrow at her statement. Clotho’s
head went back, but she said nothing until Agatha began to shriek. “Silence,
child!” Clotho shook her head. “I do not believe you. There were no witnesses
to this supposed agreement. No one to vouch for you, and the earl is not free
to be questioned. You are lying to escape punishment.”


“No, I am not,” she stated. Damaris turned to look at Lissy once more. Keeping her voice gentle, she asked, “Will
you not tell them what you heard and saw? What the earl said?”


“Speak, little one,” Captain Huon rumbled. “Did you witness
a conversation between the earl and this woman?”


For a long moment it seemed as though fear would keep Lissy silent. Until finally, she offered a jerky nod.
“Yes,” came the whispered reply.


“What did the earl say?”


“That she’s not indentured anymore. That she’s his companion
now, and that’s why he’s given her this chamber and these clothes.”


Damaris could have closed her eyes at the rush of words.
However, she dared not show even the slightest hint of dismay. Both Agatha and
Clotho looked as though they had bitten into something sour. Captain Huon,
however, looked almost contemplative before he nodded. “Return to the training
yard and join the exercises with Commander Warin,” he
ordered his men who scurried to obey. He then turned to Clotho and added, “It
would seem that she is no longer your concern.”


The captain’s steps had only just faded from hearing before
Clotho smoothed her hands over her black gown. Her nostrils flared so much that
it was a wonder she wasn’t breathing fire herself. “Lissy,
return to the kitchens. There are fires to tend now that we’ve lost our cinder
maid.” She allowed the girl to slip out of the room before she added quietly,
“You may have found some way to bewitch the earl into allowing you by his side.
However, you will not be waited on by any of my staff. You most certainly will
enjoy no pampering while I am still housekeeper. Agatha, come.”


She swept out of the room with Agatha slowly trailing after
her. The younger girl paused in the doorway and hissed, “Don’t make yourself
too comfortable. You are nothing more than a lightskirt of a pretender, and you
will fall. I promise.”


“Agatha!”


She cast Damaris one last glare before lifting her narrow
chin in the air and hurrying from the room, leaving the door standing open.


Damaris stood still for a long moment and then she dropped
to the edge of the mattress. She pressed shaking hands against her stomach as
she took steadying breaths. Between the dragon’s comments, Lissy’s
testimony, and whatever Agatha spread, her reputation was most certainly to be
in tatters. Possibly before the day’s end. Not that she had much of one after
coming to the keep with an indenture to Howell.


She shook her head and patted her hair, assuring herself
that it hadn’t come loose from the simple tie she’d used to keep it in some
semblance of order. Shaddai preserve her. Her gaze fell on the silvercloth gown
and she muttered, “And save me from the meddling of dragons.”


After retying most of the bundles save for two more
practical gowns, one of green and the other the color of red clay, she shoved
them into the bottom of her wardrobe before hanging the two gowns she could actually
wear without fear of people assuming she was playing at being the countess.
Then, she hurried to the bookroom. He was there, looking all too human as a
slow grin crawled across his face when she entered. He scratched at his
stubbled cheeks, then nodded. “It suits you. Though, I had hoped you would wear
a brighter gown. But, this color is very good on you. Did you not find the
shoes?”


“My shoes are perfectly serviceable,” she countered.


“They are old and wearing thin on the soles,” he replied.
“It is why I bought you two new pairs.”


“Two!” She shook her head. “No, that is too much!”


His brow furrowed, and he tilted his head as he studied her
with an expression of utter bewilderment. “What do you mean?”


She stepped closer to the desk and lowered her voice as she
leaned in. “Do you truly not see it? You have completely overstepped today. You
cannot simply give me one of your best guest chambers to call my own and the
gowns . . . Oh for the love of Shaddai, why did you send for so many gowns? I
cannot wear them.”


“Why? Bettrys said she had your measurements. Do they not
fit?”


“I can only wear this one and two others,” she whispered.
“The others are too fine for me.”


“Nonsense. You are my companion, and you needed new
clothing.”


“Yes, clothing suited to a merchant’s daughter not a
countess attending the king’s court.”


He sat back in his chair, twirling an unsharpened quill. “I
fear it is you who do not understand, Damaris. I cannot dress you in less than
your worth. You are my companion, and it is a mark of shame against any dragon
to permit their families or companions to dress in rags or poor quality. To
allow it would be to declare myself a neglector, a poor steward at best, or
worse simply incompetent when it comes to preserving my treasure.”


Damaris drew back a step, spine stiffening, as she softly
countered, “I am not a treasure.”


He smiled this time. “No, you are not a possession. However,
you are treasure, my treasure.”


“It is the same.”


“No. We dragons value our families and our companions. You
are all counted as treasure to us.”


She opened her mouth to argue only to stop herself before
the first word could escape. It was of no use. He wasn’t going to change his
mind, and she most certainly would have better success arguing a rock into
submission.


He chuckled as she moved back to the chair that had sprouted
three more scrolls in the time she’d been gone. Damaris rolled her eyes.
Dragons, she decided, were extremely odd creatures. 


 


 


* * *












Chapter Six


 


A smile played across his lips as he listened to the
petitions. There were not many of them, which might have been for the best
given how often his mind strayed from the petitioner before him to the stubborn
woman who continued attacking his bookroom as though she were waging a
campaign. And, she might have been far more successful if he had been able to
resist disorganizing her freshly created order.


A feat that thus far proved impossible to resist. Of course,
when he had explained last night that he had been looking for a particular
document she had moved to a different shelf, she gave him such a glare that he
could almost feel its heat against his scales. Had she been dragon or wyvern,
he had not doubt that she would have already singed his scales for his
behavior.


Perhaps, he should explain more fully that the testing of
her bounds and reactions to such mischief helped with solidifying their bond.
He entertained the thought for half a breath before he dismissed it. This was
the most fun he’d had in a decade. Not to mention, the way Damaris’ mouth would
firm and her eyes narrow when she was annoyed at him had a surprisingly
appealing effect on him. If he was . . .


Tancred blinked, forcing himself to pay more attention to
the petition before him. Only after he’d given instructions to the weaver to
allow his youngest apprentice’s return to her family’s home on the far side of
Silvermere Lake so she could help her ailing grandmother, did he allow himself
to examine those thoughts more closely. Damaris was an appealing woman, of
course . . . Her strength of spirit and steady fire were part of what had
caused him to choose her as a companion.


Allowing her to become anything else, however, was out of
the question. He’d learned his lesson once, and he was not so thick skulled
that he required another dose of it. Tancred struggled to put Damaris from his
mind as he heard two more petitions. Why anyone would need an earl to rule on
whether they could eat the chickens they’d raised with their brother was a
puzzle he did not quite understand. Humans were very odd creatures when it came
to their concepts of property and sharing between kin.


When the last petition had been heard and judged, Tancred
immediately rose from his chair. Crossing the expanse of the dais in five
strides, he beckoned to one of the pages. The young boy scampered over to him
like an eager pup, bright eyes wide. “Yes, m’lord?”


“Have Cook prepare a meal fit for three and sent to the
library. I’ve yet to break my fast today.”


The lad bobbled forward in a rolling version of a bow. “Aye,
m’lord! Right away!”


The pup nearly tripped over his own feet twice as he spun
about and sprinted for the far end of the great hall as though someone had lit
a fire beneath his tail.


A low chuckle escaped Tancred at the thought before he too
left the great hall. It seemed no time at all had passed before he was entering
his bookroom. Damaris was sitting on the floor, separating books and scrolls
from one of the shelves into four separate piles. At least, he thought that was
what she was doing since she seemed more interested in reading one of the books
than assigning it a pile.


He crept closer then dropped into a crouch and leaned in
close as he whispered, “The history of dragons is a rather fascinating book.”


“You say that as though it were written about you,” she
muttered. She hadn’t even flinched this time or attempted to cave his skull in
with the book. A vast improvement to be certain. It had only taken the better
part of a month to achieve.


When Damaris slanted him a look, he realized he was grinning
again. He lightly tapped her arm as he replied, “How are you to know I wasn’t
among the dragons interviewed for it?”


“There are no interviews in this book. And besides,” she
continued drily as she raised an eyebrow at him, “this book was written before
the dragon wars. Something you claim happened well before your time.”


“Yes, well, I wouldn’t describe it in those exact words,” he
muttered. He caught her smile as her gaze returned to the book. “Damaris, I’ve
another bargain for you.”


“No.”


Tancred blinked at her. “No? You haven’t even heard it.”


She raised both eyebrows at him and then gestured to the
room around them. “I am still bound to the first bargain with a dragon. I’ve no
wish to add a second. Shaddai alone knows what you might want me to do. Learn
to fly, perhaps.”


He grinned, then chuckled. “I’d have more success persuading
a selkie not to summon storms with her songs.” He tapped the back of her hand
and ran his thumb across her fingers as he mulled over the best way to phrase
his bargain. “You enjoy reading. I will give you permission to read any of the
books here or in the library, if you agree to call me by my name.”


She closed the book and abruptly stood, holding it against
her chest as though it were a shield of some sort. “It isn’t proper for me to
address you so informally. You’re an earl.”


“And you are my companion,” he pointed out as he also stood
from his crouch. “It is the dragon who determines what he or she is called.
Each individual dragon must determine if the companion has earned the trust and
right to address him or her by their true name. I know you are, which is why I
ask.”


Dark eyes studied his face closely, searching for something
although he wasn’t certain what. He stepped closer to her, instinctively
reaching out to touch her hand where it gripped the corner of the book.
“Damaris,” he murmured, “I trust you to use my name and I . . . I wish to hear
it again. It has been too long since I’ve heard my proper name save on the rare
visit from Carabas and her mate. Eight years since the old earl died. Please.”


She hesitated a moment longer before she finally dipped her
head in acquiescence. “As you wish . . . Tancred.”


He smiled. “Good. And, that was not so painful, was it? No
welts or boils bursting to life at the scandal of saying my name, hmm?”


Her lips twitched, curving ever so slightly, even as she
shook her head. “Do not be insufferable when I’ve a book at the ready.”


He made a show over covering his nose and taking a large
step back. A flame of delight burst to life when Damaris responded by rolling
her eyes and then turning her back on him as she set the book on one of the
other shelves. She picked up another book and thumbed through it before she
glanced at him. “Why are you staring?”


“I was merely lost in thought, treasure,” he replied without
thinking.


 Damaris shook her head. “Tancred, do not call me that.
It sounds like flirting.”


“Hmmm, if you insist.” He moved to his desk only to stop
short at the sight of scrolls and books neatly stacked in his chair. He turned
to look at the woman who was feigning innocence and chuckled. “A move well
played, indeed.”


“How did you become earl?”


He blinked at the sudden change in topic and then cleared
his throat. “I came here because Silvermere was the closest working estate
where I felt there was a chance I could establish myself without drawing too
much suspicion.”


“Why not Carabas?”


“There was a rogue, and my king commanded me to leave him
be.” Tancred paused a moment before adding, “The old earl had established
himself as loyal to King Stephen during the war of succession. However, the
price was paid in the blood of his three sons and their sons with them. He had
no other blood heirs. When I joined his guard, I decided to ask him questions
about the kingdom and its status. He never seemed to mind, and then one day he
appointed me his steward. I functioned in that role for three months before he
surprised the entire keep by announcing I was his chosen heir. I had been here
for five months when that happened. I spent the rest of that year and the next
learning everything I could about running the estate.”


Damaris studied him closely before she nodded. “He must have
liked what he saw in you.”


“Do you?” he asked without thinking.


She rolled her eyes. “I don’t believe I should answer that,
my lord.”


“Tancred,” he corrected.


Before he could tease her further, however, there was a
solid rap on the door. Tancred stepped aside to allow Damaris to answer it.
Captain Huon nodded to her before he turned his attention to him. “My lord, a
tray has been delivered to the library.”


Tancred raised an eyebrow. “And you were tasked with
informing me, Captain? I fear your skills are being vastly underutilized.”


The older man smirked for the briefest instant before he
rumbled, “It is a common enough complaint among the guard. However, I came to
request an audience. I’ve news you should hear.”


Something in his tone promised trouble and that Tancred
wasn’t going to like what he was about to hear. One of the more unpleasant
duties of being earl. He offered a nod. “Very well. Captain, Damaris, please
join me for the meal, and we shall have this discussion.”


Damaris narrowed her eyes at him but didn’t vocalize her
protest, allowing him to feign ignorance. Captain Huon merely offered a short
bow before he retreated. Crossing the room, Tancred paused beside Damaris only
long enough to whisper in her ear, “If you do not follow, I will come back and
escort you on my arm as if you were my countess.”


She glared at him, lips pinching into a firm line, but she
finally dipped her head. “As you wish.”


Still he didn’t quite believe her until he heard the closing
of the door followed by the light sound of her skirts brushing against the
floor and her steady steps. Only then did he allow himself to grin as he led
the way down to the library. The smell of cooked meat and baked bread greeted
him as soon as he entered the room. He nodded in approval at the sight of
enough food to feed three grown men and there were three plates. He waved to
the table. “Sit and eat, both of you. I do not wish to break my fast alone, and
I suspect I will need the fortitude for whatever news you bring me, Huon.”


“Perhaps so, my lord,” the man rumbled. He did not hesitate
to take a seat or to fill his plate.


Tancred was eating his second roast quail when he waved a
hand to the older man. “Your news, Captain.”


“Aye, my lord.” The man took a swig of ale before he continued,
“We’ve received missives from the south of our lands. The king has sent out
inquisitors.”


His brow furrowed as he swallowed the last of his quail.
“Inquisitors? They haven’t been used since before the war of succession.”


Huon bowed his head. “The old king abused their power to
hunt down his enemies in the court, searching out small offenses to abuse and
transform into treason.” He paused a long moment before murmuring, “King
Stephen has resurrected their office and set them to hunt for hidden dragons.
My contact says they will make their way further north as soon as the passes
clear of snow.”


Tancred leaned back in his chair. “When will they reach
Silvermere?”


“By the first days of summer, my lord. Sooner, if there
aren’t any late snow storms this year.”


He nodded slowly. Damaris cast him a glance, but she kept
silent. No doubt, she feared giving them both away if she voiced whatever
thoughts were running through her head at the moment. A wise decision.
Realizing the captain was still waiting for his response, Tancred shifted his
weight in his chair. What he wanted to do with the news was set it and possibly
a few inquisitor cloaks ablaze. However, that was not an available option at
this time.


“I trust, Captain Huon, that you will continue to maintain a
close watch for the inquisitors. I would much prefer not to be caught off guard
by their arrival.”


“Of course, my lord. It shall be done.”


He nodded. “Good, good.” Feeling the urge to change the
topic and put Damaris at ease, Tancred abruptly addressed her. “There is
something that has puzzled me since you first arrived in Silvermere, Damaris.”


She lowered her eating knife. “What might that be, my lord?”


“How could your father’s wife, your stepmother, be so
willing to send you into indenture?”


The apples of her cheek darkened slightly, and he realized
she was blushing. However, she didn’t refuse to answer although her gaze
remained fixed on her food. “My stepmother was never the warmest of women.
However, everything worsened when my father caught ill and then died. She
abandoned our family name, in favor of resuming the title of Lady Tremblay left
to her by her first husband, on the same day my father breathed his last.
Things grew . . . tense between us when I learned Philippa had been spreading
tales in the village that my father had been a mercenary.”


Tancred shook his head. None of it made sense to him.
Dragons didn’t often take new mates if there were surviving children from the
first union. When it happened, however, the expectation was for the new mate to
treat those offspring as if they were of their own blood. He’d certainly never
heard any stories about dragons behaving in the manner she was now describing.
At least, not among the dragon kings court. Life among rogues and the
separatists’ clans could look very different for all he knew.


He almost told her his thoughts before he caught himself. Captain
Huon most certainly wouldn’t understand the sudden change in conversation to
dragons. Instead, Tancred cleared his throat forcefully before he asked, “How
could she wed your father if she lacked any respect for him?”


Damaris’ lips curved in a pitying smile. “Philippa married
my father out of necessity, not affection. My father told me that he’d taken
pity on her and her daughter’s plight after they’d been left penniless and on
the verge of living in the streets. He thought too that I would benefit from
having a proper mother figure. I was newly turned nine years of age when he
married her.” Her smile faded as she sighed. “Instead, his kindness was repaid
by the slander of his good name.”


“Could there be any truth to the tale,” Captain Huon
abruptly asked. “Your father would not have been the first Kushite to make his
living by the sword.”


“No, he would not,” she agreed. “However, Dumi Desrosiers
did not use a sword. He and my mother were merchants in Belfarad. They
illustrated books and sold tools as well as supplies to scribes and
bookbinders. They chose to remain in Belfarad after years of trading between
Belfarad and Kush. It was where I was born. Then when the war of succession
grew fiercer, my parents fled to Cian Gwenith. My father attempted to establish
a new trade in Eryri, but there were too many illustrators already established
so my father apprenticed himself to the silver rose trade.”


“You are from the southern cities?” Tancred questioned.


She shook her head. “No. After my mother died of fever, my
father chose to leave Eryri in favor of coming north to the valleys where the
silver roses could be found. He said there was some wariness from the villagers
at first. There are not many Kushites in the north beyond the cities unless
they’re former mercenaries or in service to the nobles, like Captain Huon.” She
nodded to the captain then added, “My father, Dumi Desrosiers, was neither. He
loved the silver roses and growing them himself.”


There was a hint of longing in her voice when she spoke of
the silver roses. Tancred opened his mouth to question her more closely about
the roses when Huon cleared his throat. The captain waited only for him to make
eye contact before he broke his silence. “I thank you for the meal, my lord.
However, there is another private matter I wish to discuss with you if you
would grant me the favor of an audience.”


Damaris rose from the table before he could refuse. “I shall
return the tray to the kitchens.”


She gathered the dishes and loaded them onto the tray with a
haste that would have had him teasing her at any other time. Instead, he waited
for the door to close behind her before he raised an eyebrow at his captain.
“Well?”


Huon braced his elbows against the table and leaned forward
as he clasped his hands together. “There is gossip in your keep.”


“The inevitable product of most gatherings, I fear. What of
it?”


Huon studied him with his good eye. “They are linking your
name and the girl’s. That you have made her countess, in all but name and
title.”


Tancred huffed. “That again. Damaris is my companion, my
personal maid and scribe. There is nothing untoward or worthy of gossip in such
an arrangement.”


“The servants disagree.”


“They were not asked,” he grumbled. “She is far too
intelligent to let her waste away over cinder ashes. Besides, she is being
courted after by one of the guards. He should protect her reputation. The
rumors have no foundation.”


“As you say, my lord.” Huon rose to his feet and then
offered a curt bow. “I merely felt it would be best that you knew what rumors
were being bandied about in your keep.”


“Indeed, Captain.”


He said nothing more, and the older man knew how to
recognize a dismissal. Tancred sprawled back in his chair, tilting his head to
peer up at the ceiling. Humans. Why was there such a fascination for gossip?
And, why did they always sprint toward the worst possible conclusion?


Dragons could gossip, of course. They did gossip and
sometimes even got into trouble because they spread an untrue rumor. Yet, they
could often taste a lie so there was more truthfulness in their rumors. At
least, that was how he remembered it . . . although his father had once
commented that vicious rumors and half-truths were partially responsible for
the court splitting in two after they’d been driven into the Burnt Lands. And,
the General had vanished into the wilderness, leaving his brother the dragon
king behind with the remnants of his court.


This situation now, however, was different. Every fiber in
his being vibrated with the need to protect Damaris, to shelter her, and to
ensure that she was kept safe from the darts of careless words. But, no. She
wasn’t his to protect to such an extent. He had to leave that to the guard
courting her. Otherwise . . . Well, otherwise, he would only be further
confirming the rumors in the minds of the servants.


And, he risked growing too close to her. He could not allow
himself to do that. Not when the pain of losing the bond of companionship with
Tara had nearly been enough to drive him mad. No, he dared not open himself to
such a risk again. Not with the human king preparing hunts by another name.
And, certainly, not with so many eyes watching how he interacted with Damaris.
He had to be careful. No matter how intriguing she was, he couldn’t allow
himself to grow any closer to her. He needed to keep his distance for both
their sakes.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Seven


 


She scowled at the tattered remnants of fabric strewn across
the floor in front of the oversized bed that dominated half the chamber. It had
barely been a day since she finally tackled the cluttered chaos of the dragon’s
private chambers. And, there had been no destroyed clothing then. That dragon.


Damaris bit back any grumbling or even a heavy sigh, knowing
he was most likely eavesdropping from the bookroom and more than likely
chuckling to himself. Why it amused him so much to poke at her, she still
didn’t understand. However, she wasn’t about to let him win this time.


Picking up the tattered strips of fabric as quietly as she
could, Damaris then crept back to the door leading to the bookroom. She could
see Tancred’s horns bent toward the desk and hear the scratch of his quill
against parchment. No doubt, another letter to the dragon king. Those were the
missives he still didn’t allow her to write on his behalf; although, she was
already transcribing his letters to the nobles of Cian Gwenith.


She kept her steps light as she approached and then she
impulsively tossed the entire lot of fabric on the dragon. Who snorted and
jerked his triangular head up as strips of fabric fluttered to land on his
horns and across his refined jaws. “What are you doing, woman?”


“What am I doing? Truly? That is your question?” She couldn’t
help but scoff as she approached his desk. “The better question, my lord, is
why you would be so frivolous as to shred your clothing. You told me your
transformations are controlled.”


He peered at her through a tattered strip of grey fabric,
and she barely kept from laughing at the incredulous sight. He grinned, baring
his fangs. “I might have been . . . impatient last night.”


She plucked the fabric strip from across his tapered snout
and then grabbed one dangling in front of his right eye. “Tancred. If you wish
to retain my service, there will be no more . . . impatience. I refuse to deal
with this again, and intentionally destroying your wardrobe is a waste of
resources.”


As soon as he chuckled, she snatched a book up and lightly
smacked the back of his scaly hand with it. “Behave yourself, dragon. The
others will notice when you ruin your entire wardrobe.”


“Who said you could smack a dragon?’


This time she couldn’t resist a little smirk as she raised
her eyebrows. “No one. Yet, I have succeeded in doing so from the first time
you revealed yourself. Therefore, you should have far greater respect for what
I can do with a book in my hand.”


His wings rustled as they unfurled slightly, almost brushing
against her with the movement. A contemplative tone entered his resonate voice
as he touched the tip of a claw to the side of his snout, murmuring, “Oh
believe me when I say I have the utmost respect and fear for you when you have
a book in hand. It is an agony to my soul to have you in my bookroom. I never know
when the wild unpredictable human might choose to beat a poor dragon about the
head with a heavy tome, after all.”


A laugh escaped her as she tossed the strips of fabric on
his desk and then shook the book in front of his nose. “Good! You deserve it, and
you will clean up the remnants of your attire yourself. That particular chore
does not fall in the realm of my duties.” She opened the book and thumbed
through the pages as she walked to the appropriate bookcase. She’d already read
that particular book on the intricacies of noble etiquette in the court of Cian
Gwenith. “I thought you were shifting back this morning.”


“Yes, I was merely answering an inquiry before doing so.”
The dragon rose from his seat and then pointed to the shelf on her right. “Try
the Compendium on Sonera. It has information about
more of the forgotten races. I think you will enjoy it.”


Damaris quickly found the compendium, but couldn’t bring
herself to start reading just yet. All the books filling the shelves were out
of order. At least, she was certain she’d yet to organize them, fortunately for
the dragon. She had only cleared off half the shelves before Tancred returned.
He hadn’t pulled his hair back, and he was still tugging on his tunic. Those
were the only signs, however, that he had just shifted forms.


“Why aren’t you reading?”


“All your titles were out of order,” she stated simply. “It
bothered me.”


“Mmm.” However, he said nothing
else as he finished straightening his tunic.


As the silence continued, Damaris glanced over her shoulder
to find Tancred was leaning against the front edge of his desk. A frown tugged
at his lips, partially hidden by the raised fist he tapped against his chin,
and his dark eyes were fixed on her. “Is something the matter?” She waved
toward the bookcase. “You do not like the order I’m using here?”


“Hmm? Oh no, of course not. Your organizational order makes
sense, as usual. It is only . . .” he trailed off as his brow furrowed.
“Damaris, how bad are the rumors about you and . . . us?”


“You don’t care about the rumors,” she pointed out.


“No.” He hesitated and then lowered his fist in favor of
folding his arms over his chest before he continued, “However, Huon came to me
a few weeks past about the rumors. I dismissed them as I did your concerns.
Now, it seems I should have been more willing to listen to your words of
caution in the beginning. I did not realize how much gossip the servants would
indulge in, and I was wrong.”


Damaris set another book on the shelf, considering her
answer. She picked up two more books and examined their titles. “If there is
one thing, you have been very honest about, Tancred, it is in your disregard
for gossip and rumors.”


“How bad are the rumors, Damaris?” came the low question.


She placed one of the books on the shelf and then set the
other on a lower shelf. “They are rumors, Tancred. They will fade eventually
and in the interim . . .” She set aside a couple of scrolls before she
continued, “In the interim, it is better to sacrifice what little remained of
my reputation than to remain the indentured servant.”


“No, that is not right. Had I realized how vicious the lies
would treat you, I would have . . . found another way.”


Damaris turned around to face him, leaning back against the
shelves, as she met his troubled gaze. “From the moment you decided to claim my
indenture from Howell, you changed my life. Make no mistake; I am grateful you
did, since I have no doubt my fate would have been far worse if I had been left
in Howell’s hands. However, there was no place for an indentured servant here
in Silvermere. Your servants were insulted and angered by my presence. This is
something that I have lived with for over three years.”


“You did not go to Clotho about this?” The words had no
sooner left his mouth than he closed his eyes as though pained before he
grumbled, “She led this persecution, didn’t she?”


“Clotho has no love for indentured servants,” she murmured,
“and she has even less love for the woman her daughter blames for all her
troubles. Then, to find the indentured servant has not only been freed but
elevated to the role of personal maid and companion to the Earl of Silvermere?
It was too much for her to believe I came to such a place by honorable means,
especially when one of the maids confirmed you’d called me your companion.” She
shrugged a shoulder and added, “I pride myself on being practical, Tancred. My
life has taught me that I cannot control what others say nor force them to
think differently. I can only conduct myself as honorably as I can and hope
that people see past their prejudices and suspicions to the truth.”


“How often has she been the cause behind your need for
healing salves?”


“She only beat my hand once, and she believed it to be a mercifully
light punishment given the accusation was of drawing sigils for sorcery. And,
that was encouraged by her daughter’s hysterics.” Damaris crossed the room as
the dragon shoved away from his desk. “Don’t.”


“I do not tolerate the abuse of my people even by Clotho.”


She stepped in front of him and placed both hands against
his chest. “Tancred, do not do whatever you are thinking. If you remove Clotho
from the position of housekeeper now, when the rumors are at their height, the
others will assume you did it because I asked you to do so. I promise that in
the three years I have been here, I have never witnessed her abuse her
authority over the other servants. She can be harsh and she will dole out
punishments or ration meals, but it is never without cause . . . with proper
servants. Agatha provoked the situation between her mother and me or it would
not have been so bad. And, if my term of indenture had ended properly, they
would not be so hardhearted toward me now.”


She pushed against his chest only for him to wrap both hands
around her upper arms. She stared into his eyes as she continued, “Think of
what is best for your people, Tancred. The king is sending inquisitors out, and
I know the stories about what happened before the war of succession. Inquisitors
are just like gossips. If you want to uncover the secrets of the master of the
house, you look for embittered servants. Please let Clotho be, let Agatha be. I
am removed from their control and the worst they can do is shun me. The rumors
will die away in time. That is their nature.” She hesitated and then added in a
low murmur, “As your companion, I am telling you that you need to listen to me
about this. Clotho does not abuse your people. There is no reason to confront
her, and you cannot upset the balance of the household. Not if you wish to
avoid drawing too much scrutiny because a resentful servant made false claims
against you.”


His grip on her arms tightened for the span of a breath as
his dark eyes flashed to fiery orange before he closed them. “As you wish.”
Opening his eyes again, she was relieved to see they had regained their dark
color as he stated, “However, if even one more incident happens with Clotho or
her daughter, you will not hide it from me and I will step in to address the
matter, even if it means removing them from my keep. I protect my own, Damaris,
and you are first among them.”


It was only then that she realized how close they were
standing with barely a hand’s width between their bodies. The heat from his
hands seeped through her sleeves with almost the same intensity she remembered
feeling when he was in dragon form and when they established the bond of
companionship. Streaks of fire entered Tancred’s eyes before she jerked her
hands away and moved out of his loosened grip.


She hurried back to the bookcases, telling herself it was
her mind playing tricks. Still she couldn’t keep from worrying about him when
he didn’t speak. After several long painful moments, she paused in the act of
sorting the books and glanced over her shoulder. Tancred was still standing by
his desk, arms hanging by his sides, and watching her with an expression she
couldn’t even begin to name. She blew out a steadying breath before she managed
to ask, “When do you think the marquise will demand a delivery of woven goods
for her tailors again?”


“The marquise is a careful woman. She never demands. She
only ensures it is in your best interest not to disappoint her.” He smiled yet
it felt forced rather than natural this time. He cleared his throat as he
strode back around his desk and resumed his seat. “After you finish fixing the
order of those books, I would like you to take down a letter for me. To the
marquise.”


Grateful for the return of some semblance of her new normal,
Damaris murmured her agreement. There was nothing to the rumors. And so long as
she kept the dragon calm, she hoped to protect them both from the danger she
feared was to come from the south. She could handle the harsh words of other
women. Avoiding the eye of the mad king was more important . . . and so was
keeping Tancred safe from any schemes.


 


* * *


 


“Where are we going?”


“You will see and we will get there faster if you cease your
prying, woman.”


Damaris rolled her eyes even though she dutifully complied
instead of digging in her heels and demanding answers. Tancred’s grip on her
wrist wasn’t ungentle. Nevertheless, she had the distinct feeling that any
attempt to halt the dragon’s progress would only result in her being dragged
along behind him or, worse, picked up and carried.


Almost three months of serving as his companion, and he
still wasn’t always predictable. Or rather he was never predictable. However,
even he had never dragged her from her work before. The only mercy was that
none of the servants were around to witness his odd behavior.


She kept quiet as he led her out of the keep and through the
gardens toward the glass hothouses. The spring thaw hadn’t quite begun, though
the air was warmer and the sunlit hours were growing longer once more. The
moist heat of the hothouse washed over her as Tancred led her inside. She
glanced at the various plants and then shook her head. “Why are we here?”


“Do humans truly know nothing of patience?” was his only
response. That is until he led her to the far left corner of the hothouse and
gestured proudly toward five wrapped plantings. “I have brought silver roses to
Silvermere.”


“Silver roses,” she repeated blankly and then moved closer
to inspect the plantings. They were most certainly roses. There was no way to
know whether they would bloom into silver roses when they were cut back for
dormancy, of course. “Why would you bring them here? They don’t grow naturally
in this valley.”


He winked when she looked back at him and said, “I thought
the color was the most appropriate for roses in my estate.” He took a step
toward her, grin widening and an eager tone coloring his baritone, as he added,
“They are yours.”


“Mine?” She touched two fingers to her chest before she
shook her head. “You cannot be in earnest.”


“Of course I am,” he countered, still grinning. “They are
yours. I know nothing of growing flowers, much less roses. These, therefore,
are for you. Grow them, then keep them or sell them. Whatever you wish to do
with them, you may.”


She opened her mouth to speak only for the words to choke on
her tongue. She looked from Tancred to the roses. “Tancred, these are . . .
They are too fine a gift.” Turning back to him, she added, “You are the earl.
You cannot give silver roses to a mere maid. It is too rich a gift for me to
accept them.”


The grin faded and he ran a hand through his unruly locks,
blowing out a breath. “Human customs and rules are far too contradictory. Why
am I always in the wrong?”


“Because you are a dragon,” she murmured, “and this is why
you avoid going to King Stephen’s court.”


He chuckled. His amusement faded almost as soon as it had
begun, however. He scratched at his stubbled cheek and then asked, “Do you wish
to leave Silvermere?”


“I . . . I am your companion.”


“The bond is not so permanent yet that you would have a full
dragon’s lifespan if I revoked it today,” he replied quietly. “A few extra
decades instead of centuries.” He moved closer to her and lightly touched her
arm, dark eyes searching hers, as he added, “If you truly desire to leave, you
are free to do so without penalty and I will help you.”


Damaris stared into his eyes for a long moment. It was so
tempting. She could leave all the complications of being in Silvermere and being
his companion behind, leave the gossip and rumors behind, and yet . . . No, she
couldn’t turn her back on him. Not when she knew his secrets and was part of
them. Not when she knew the inquisitors would eventually come to Silvermere.
The thought of her not being there for him when that happened, of not helping
him protect not only himself but also the other innocents in Silvermere, sent a
sickening chill through her.


She shook her head. “I have nowhere else I could go. My
father’s kin remained in Kush when my parents came to the Five Kingdoms, and I
do not know them or how I would even begin to find them. The manor at Roseshire . . . Philippa made no secret that she intended
to sell it and the land.”


“I can buy it back for you.”


An unbidden smile parted her lips as she covered his hand
with her own. “That is kind of you to offer. Nevertheless, I must refuse.
Silvermere is where I am needed, and I like being needed. I like being here . .
. with you.”


His brow furrowed and eyes narrowed, almost as though he
didn’t believe her. Then, he nodded. “Very well. If you should ever change your
mind, Damaris, you need only ask and I will see to it that you are able to
leave.”


She squeezed his hand. “Thank you, Tancred.” Realizing she
was still holding his hand against her arm, she quickly pulled her own hand
away. Clearing her throat, she stepped away from him and toward the rose
plantings as she forced light teasing into her voice, “However, I do not think
I shall ever accept the offer as it would be a true shame to leave something as
precious as silver roses in inexperienced hands.”


“I know you’ll make them prosper, treasure.”


The little name he sometimes used caused heat to prickle in
her cheeks. She kept her gaze focused on the plantings, carefully inspecting
them for any sign of wilting or overwatering. He didn’t mean anything by the
name. He’d said that dragons considered their companions treasure. It meant
nothing more to him, just as the touches to her hands and arms were nothing of
significance. He merely lacked any sense of distance, something else that
seemed especially prevalent to dragons according to the books she had been
reading. Dragons liked touch, it reassured them and anchored them when in human
form.


‘I’d rather be gifted
a rose.’


‘What about a rose
garden?’


‘I should be bound to
him forever since he knows the truest way to my heart.’


The conversation with Ella seemed so long ago and belonged
to another world. Yet, now it haunted her as she continued inspecting the roses
while Tancred paced the path through the hothouse. She needed to ignore it. As
handsome as he appeared in human form, he was still a dragon. Allowing herself
to have any type of feelings for him would only lead to heartbreak. She needed
to remember that. Besides, even if he wasn’t a dragon, maids were not allowed
to have feelings for earls. Not if they were wise.


A gift of roses, of silver roses. It was too much, and yet
she loved it. A foolish thing. No, if she wanted to survive her bargain with
the dragon, she needed to keep her heart firmly out of his hands.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Eight


 


The wind off the mountains brought a cold bite with it,
causing Damaris to pull her dark grey cloak more tightly around herself as she
hurried across the inner bailey. She’d almost reached the path leading to the
gardens when her foot slipped on a patch of slick stones. A large hand caught
her elbow, holding her steady, as an equally large presence came up on her left
to partially protect her from the force of the wind. She looked up to meet
Captain Huon’s gaze. “Thank you, Huon.”


The captain merely offered a curt nod, keeping his hand at
her elbow. “Allow me to escort you the rest of the way.”


She considered refusing before changing her mind. “I would
be glad of the company.”


They had barely resumed walking when the large man rumbled,
“How are you faring with the servants?”


“There have been no incidents.” She glanced up at him as she
asked, “Surely you did not spend your entire patrol of the valley worrying that
Agatha had caused trouble again, Captain? As I said before you left, time will
help heal the prick to her pride.”


“As much trouble and mischief as that spoilt chit stirs up,
why would she go silent?”


Damaris shrugged though her cloak likely obscured the move.
“Perhaps, because Owen no longer has many opportunities to flirt his way into
my path?”


She didn’t add that the guardsman had begun waiting outside
the hothouse when she entered or left in order to flirt at her more. Although,
he always turned around and went back to the inner bailey or his patrol if
Tancred was walking with her. A little more than a fortnight had passed since
he’d gifted her the rose plantings, and she’d only just begun to feel all five
would survive being transported. After some pushing, the dragon had finally
revealed the name of the rose merchant he’d purchased them from and she
recognized it as an old friend of her father’s. The merchant in question had
often purchased plantings from Dumi Desrosiers when he needed roses that would
survive more northern environments such as Talhaearn.


The thought that the plantings could have originally come
from her father’s gardens had left her in tears. Much to the dragon’s dismay. He
had given her a wide berth in the ten days since that conversation, aside from
muttering he wouldn’t have found the roses if he’d known she would turn all
weepy. The memory of his wide eyed alarm still brought a slight smile to her
face. Typical male, not knowing what to do in the wake of tears he didn’t
understand. It seemed even dragons were not immune to that particular
shortcoming.


“It is the calm before the storm.”


She blinked. “What do you mean?”


“This silence from Agatha and even Clotho to an extent,” the
captain stated. “It is the calm before the storm. I can feel it in my bones.”


Damaris opened her mouth to answer and then a shout rang
through the air, “Winged approach!”


She looked up to the sky just as five hippogriffs plummeted
through the clouds, their pale wing feathers almost obscured by the ribbons of
black and silver hanging from their harnesses. It felt as though a rope had
been tied around her lungs and was slowly being tightened as she watched the
hippogriffs land in the inner bailey. Four soldiers leapt off, their black
tabards embroidered with three silver roses, while two people obscured by black
cloaks dismounted more slowly from the hippogriff in the center of the
formation. The colors left no doubt as to their identities . . . They were from
the king’s court, four of his soldiers and the black cloaked strangers.


“Return to the keep,” Captain Huon ordered in a low voice
before he strode toward the hippogriffs and their riders, his white cloak
snapping out behind him as he walked into the wind.


Damaris forced herself not to run as she changed her course
to reach the kitchen entrance. Even when she passed out of sight of the
hippogriffs and their riders, she didn’t dare run. She had to find Tancred and
warn him. The sinking feeling that the calm had ended stuck with her,
whispering doubts through her mind. Why had the king’s men come here? There had
been no messages from the king alerting Silvermere to an imminent arrival. Nor
had anyone reported the inquisitors were coming north before the thaw finished
clearing all the passes.


Perhaps, it was not the beginning of a storm. Perhaps, it
was merely an envoy from the king regarding something else, something .  .
. something safe. Although, for the life of her, she couldn’t think of a single
thing that something might be that would warrant an unexpected visit.


“Are things not adhering to your plan?”


She jerked her head up to see Agatha grinning at her from
the doorway leading to the kitchens. Biting back a demand to know what the
younger woman had been up to, Damaris merely pulled her cloak closer as the
wind regained its teeth. “I’m certain I don’t know what you mean, Agatha. Now
if you’ll excuse me, I have duties to attend.”


The girl didn’t move out of the way as her grin grew even
more smug. “Not for long.”


A small frisson of worry crept over her. Whatever had Agatha
this happy would likely mean trouble. Still she refused to show any hint of her
growing sense of dread to the girl. Agatha would pounce on it as evidence of
her guilt faster than a starving cave lion could pounce on a deer.


The door to the kitchens abruptly opened and Clotho’s slim
black shrouded frame appeared. Her squinting expression never changed as she
looked from Agatha to Damaris. “The earl’s household is commanded to appear in
the great hall. There are no exceptions.”


For the first time the triumph in Agatha’s expression faded.
She looked uncertainly at her mother, who pulled her out of the doorway with a
whispered hiss. Damaris didn’t even attempt to eavesdrop on the two as she
hurried through the door and into the heat of the kitchens. After making her
way to her chamber, she shed her cloak and patted at her hair. Thankfully, the
wind had not been able to do too much damage and it only took a few moments for
her to secure it with a clasp at the nape of her neck.


Only when she was confident her appearance wouldn’t cause
anyone to think she’d been attempting to run or looked less than sedate did she
make her way to the great hall. Much as her instincts shouted at her to find Tancred
to ensure he was ready for this . . . intrusion, she didn’t dare go now. He
would insist she enter with him, no doubt, and that was something she couldn’t
do without stirring questions as to whether she was playing at being countess.


She slipped into the great hall and stepped into a world of
hissing whispers as the servants milled about. She stayed near the back of the
crowd, not wanting to draw any extra attention to herself. No sooner had she
entered than the crowd abruptly fell silent and parted into two halves, leaving
a clear path from the main doors to the dais where Tancred was not standing.


Worry and frustration battled for dominance as she eyed the
empty place where the Earl of Silvermere should’ve been standing to greet his
visitors no matter how unexpected. Where was he? Surely, he hadn’t been in his
other form. Or had he?


Damaris balled her hands in her skirts, clutching at the
wool, as she fought to remember whether the dragon had intended to wear a
different form today. No. They had an agreement. The days when he wasn’t
presentable to the rest of the keep were the days when she stayed in the
bookroom, ready to prevent the same sort of incident that had led to her
becoming his companion. He wouldn’t break that agreement.


It had to be some other reason for his delay. Perhaps, Huon
had warned him and . . . Her thoughts trailed into nothingness as an unfamiliar
voice called out, “Damaris Desrosiers, reveal your presence.”


She didn’t have to so much as take a step before the
servants around her pulled back. Refusing to duck her head as though she had
done anything wrong, Damaris squared her shoulders and walked through the gap
formed around and in front of her until she’d gained the center of the great
hall. Her skin prickled beneath the weight of so many eyes, but she ignored it.


They were waiting for her. Captain Huon stood at the base of
the dais and with him were the king’s soldiers and two strangers, a man and a
woman, dressed in black. As she drew closer, Damaris could see slashes of
silver fabric trimming the hem of their black robes. They were from the king’s
court though they did not wear the roses themselves.


“What is the meaning of this?” Tancred’s baritone filled the
great hall despite the fact he wasn’t yelling. “Why have you gathered my
household and now single a maid out?”


Damaris’ steps slowed as she caught a glimpse of Tancred’s
expression. Meeting his eyes she gave her head the tiniest shake, praying he
would listen. Tancred’s expression didn’t fully lighten, but at least he no longer
looked on the verge of breathing fire. His tall lean frame carried authority
better than the two strangers before him, though he was still wearing dirty
boots and a leather jerkin over his pale grey tunic. Combined with the white
cloak draped across his shoulders and the sword at his belt, it was clear he
had been in the training yard. He hadn’t even taken time to brush his windblown
hair, which only made him look wilder as he stared down the strangers.


“I am the Earl of Silvermere,” he stated with deceptive
mildness, “and it is my right as a noble of the king’s court to know the reason
for your visit. Especially as it has disrupted my entire household in the
fulfillment of their appointed duties.”


The man and woman exchanged glances before the man turned to
face Tancred. “We are inquisitors from King Stephen. Word was sent to us that
the woman called Damaris Desrosiers is a witch and dragon lover. We were
dispatched to investigate the truth behind the claims.”


It took all of Damaris’ will not to search the crowd for
Agatha. Her attitude made sense now. She’d spread the lie beyond Silvermere’s
borders to the ears of the royal court. A stone weight dropped into her stomach
as she fought not to react. She met Tancred’s gaze and widened her eyes ever so
slightly, pleading for him not to forget himself.


Tancred frowned. “A witch and dragon lover? Who made these
accusations?”


“We cannot reveal that,” the woman replied. She raised a
hand and gestured to Damaris as she directed the royal soldiers, “Take her into
custody.”


Damaris didn’t struggle as two of the soldiers wrapped beefy
hands around her upper arms. She saw Tancred take a half step forward before he
stopped, thank Shaddai. “You will question her here. I dislike the idea of one
of my people being removed from the estate without any evidence of wrongdoing
beyond hearsay.”


“We do not fall under your authority,” the man retorted.


“However,” his fellow inquisitor interjected, “we shall
accommodate your request. As you say, we have no evidence beyond hearsay
claims. The king was very clear as to treating the accused mercifully until the
allegations are confirmed.” She offered a cold smile as she added, “Surely your
housekeeper knows a room where I may question Mistress Desrosiers?”


Tancred nodded. “Clotho.”


The housekeeper’s expression looked more pinched than usual
as she came forward and offered a curtsey. Damaris met Tancred’s gaze once
more, reading the worry in his eyes, before the male inquisitor stepped up onto
the dais and blocked her view. Then, she was guided to follow the female
inquisitor and Clotho out of the great hall and past all the eyes still
watching.


Clotho led them to one of the smaller storerooms. It was
empty save for a few barrels, but it seemed to meet the inquisitor’s approval
as she dismissed the housekeeper. Damaris caught the other woman’s gaze once
more and was surprised to see something rather like concern in her eyes. The
door slammed shut between them before she could decide whether she’d truly seen
the emotion or merely imagined it.


The female inspector was older than her male comrade, silver
dusting her smooth black hair and lines forming at the corners of her brown
eyes. Her light tanned complexion spoke to her Belfarad heritage, even though
she lacked any of Belfarad’s more distinctive jewelry or a safri
in place of a typical kirtle. The only distinctive marks about her clothing
were the slashes of silver, her identity wrapped in the royal court.


She didn’t offer a name either as she studied Damaris. “You
are Damaris Desrosiers, the indentured servant at Silvermere?”


“I am Damaris Desrosiers. However, I was released from my
indenture three months ago.”


“And, your position now?”


“I am the personal maid to the Earl of Silvermere.”


“I thought you were his companion,” the woman interjected
with a deceptive softness to her words.


Damaris nodded. “The earl calls me both, however, my role is
that of maid.”


“You are Kushite.”


“Yes.”


The woman studied her for a long moment and then asked,
“Were you born in Cian Gwenith?”


“No. I was born in Belfarad after my parents made their way
to Ebura,” she stated simply.


“I see. Where did your parents come from?”


“One of the royal cities in Kush beyond the desert.” Damaris
paused then added, “I fear I cannot tell you more than that since my father did
not often speak of his past. It was too closely tied with my mother and her
death was a deep wound.”


“I suppose that is understandable.” The inquisitor paced
around her in silence for several moments before she abruptly asked, “How long
have you practiced magic?”


“Never.”


“Were your parents dragons?”


“No, they were as human as you and I.”


The inquisitor acted as though she hadn’t even answered, her
expression and tone hardening as she spat another question. “How long have you
had the earl in your spell?”


“He’s not under any spell.”


“You admit to drawing sigils in the ash of a fireplace here
in Silvermere’s keep?”


“No.”


“When you ensorcerelled the earl,
did you use magic taught by your parents?”


“No.”


“Then it was learned from another. A dragon? Or by
instinct?”


“Neither. I have no magic.”


The inquisitor smiled. “Yes, that is what all of your kind say.
However, we shall have the truth from you. Even if it takes more time and some
persuasion.”


Damaris’ thoughts went to Tancred. The fact that only the
woman was questioning her was worrisome. Was Tancred also under suspicion? Was
he being interrogated? She could only pray he wasn’t alone with the other
inquisitor if that was the case. If the man’s questions were similar to his
companion’s, Tancred could not be trusted to keep his control without other
people present.


“Were you trained in magic as a child or born into it?”


“Neither.”


“I don’t believe you. Was Dumi truly your father or did he
merely foster you?”


“He was my father, and he was just as human as I am.”


“Did you ensorcerell the Earl of
Silvermere into believing he is in love with you?”


Damaris shook her head. “No. He is not in love with me.”


 


* * *


 


“How often does the woman spend her nights with you?”


Tancred ground his teeth together as the fire grew hotter in
his chest as he met the inquisitor’s beady gaze. He forced himself to lean back
in his chair before he answered with feigned boredom, “She does not spend her
nights with me. That answer is not going to change no matter how times you ask
or change the words you are using.”


The inquisitor sniffed as he leaned back in his own seat, a
smug lift to his brow. “Then, you cannot say that she does not practice dark
magic or is a dragoness herself.”


“Would a practitioner of dark magic allow herself to be an
indentured servant for years?” Tancred countered. “I have my doubts.”


“Yet, you made her your . . .
companion after only three years out of a ten year term of indenture.”


He didn’t ask a question this time. He didn’t need to with
the insinuation layered thicker than a blizzard on his observation. The
annoying gnat of a man was testing his control. He didn’t recognize him from
the few times he’d been obligated to appear in King Stephen’s court.
Nevertheless, he tried to take care in how he answered so he didn’t contradict
anything he’d once said in earshot of the royal court.


Tancred blinked slowly and then replied simply, “I
questioned her in the library and found her to be an intelligent educated woman
of the merchant class. She was wasted as an indentured servant since her main
assignment was that of cinder maid, so I elevated her to the position of
personal maid.”


“Surely, you did not need to free her from her indenture in
order to do so.”


There was movement behind the inquisitor and Tancred glanced
up to see Huon’s impassive expression. He looked as though he’d been carved
from stone, still in the same position he’d taken since they’d retired to the
library with the inquisitor and the two royal guards who hadn’t accompanied
Damaris. Yet, he’d heard the man shift his weight. Tancred inhaled slowly,
detecting worry emanating from the captain. He had to retain control.


Damaris would not be pleased if he revealed himself to be a
dragon. That thought anchored him even more than the sight of his captain of
the guard. For Damaris’ sake, he would be careful. Meeting the inquisitor’s
gaze, he stated simply, “I acquired her indenture papers because the merchant
who originally indentured her was not permitted to do so as he was still
indebted to me. When I decided to utilize Mistress Desrosiers’ skills, I
thought it best to end her indenture first. I prefer my servants to be in my
keep of their own volition. It prevents . . . unrest, and I much prefer my
household when it is running smoothly.”


“Have you considered that she arranged the indenture simply
as a way to get inside your defenses? You are the Earl of Silvermere, the
second most powerful noble in the kingdom. The most powerful, until after the
woman arrived here, since the Marquise of Carabas was not yet appointed.”


“If that was indeed her target, you would have to assume
that she would then attempt to join the marquise’s household and yet she
remained here,” Tancred pointed out.


The inquisitor raised an eyebrow, a sardonic look dominating
his sharp boned face. The man should eat more. “I believe it reasonable that
the woman recognized a far better opportunity to stay close to you than she
could have with the marquise. You are unmarried, my lord, and unmarried men can
be . . . lonely and perhaps more willing to turn a blind eye to the suspicious
behavior of a woman if she is appealing enough.”


“So you think me a lonely fool who cannot tell friend from
foe,” he mused before he leaned forward in his chair, grasping the arms in a
stranglehold as he pinned the inquisitor with his gaze. “As you say, Master
Inquisitor, I am the Earl of Silvermere. Believe me when I say I have long ago
learned to recognize the difference between friend and foe and a comely face or
figure is not enough to distract me from noticing such signs. Now, I believe
this interview has run its course.”


“My lord, I must protest.”


Tancred rose from his seat, nodding to Huon, and then strode
from the library. The inquisitor managed to keep pace despite his short
stature, still grumbling protests until his tone changed to something far more
aggressive when Tancred found the storeroom with the other royal guards
stationed on either side of the door. “My lord, you cannot go in there. You
cannot interrupt an interrogation by an inquisitor.”


“I can unless the inquisitor in question has already
arrested the person being interrogated,” he retorted. The guards made no move
to stop him, and he knew Huon had brought more men to flank him. Good.


He threw open the door to find the female inquisitor
circling Damaris like a hungry drake. Neither woman was speaking at the moment,
though there was a touch of strain in Damaris’ eyes when she saw him. No doubt
she was questioning his intelligence in interrupting.


Forcing himself to focus on the inquisitor, he met the
woman’s gaze as he stated firmly, “The time of interviewing my people is over.”


The woman stopped short, a frown flickering across her lips,
before she replied, “This is most unusual, my lord. Some might call it
disrespectful.”


He raised an eyebrow. “I am certain I need not remind you,
the inquisitors of the king, that both King Stephen and Sir George know where
my loyalties lie as the Earl of Silvermere. Have you any reason to continue
questioning my maid?”


“Yes,” the man snapped.


“No,” his companion countered with a telling look toward
him. “At least, nothing of note from this interview. She is free to continue
her duties.”


“Good.” Tancred still avoided looking at Damaris as he
continued, “Will you and your escort remain the night? I can have rooms
prepared for you.”


“No,” the female inquisitor replied, “thank you, my lord. It
is a generous offer, however we must return to Eryri with our findings.”


He nodded. “I understand. Mistress Desrosiers, return to
your duties.” He then swept an arm toward the open door. “Inquisitors, allow me
to escort you to the bailey.”


It felt as he was leaving a precious jewel behind as he
walked out of the storeroom with the two inquisitors. Somehow it seemed . . .
wrong. He wanted to stay by her side, assure himself that she was truly
unharmed. He forced himself to keep walking.


Captain Huon fell into step just behind him and remained
until the hippogriffs launched themselves into the sky once more. Then and only
then did the man break his silence. “It was not a wise thing to interrupt their
interrogations.”


“Perhaps not.”


“They will return. Most likely with more guards, and they
will not be so accommodating the next time.”


His head snapped around to stare at the bigger man. “Would
you have me stand by while they took Damaris? On false charges?”


“I would have advised you to use more caution, my lord.”


Tancred shook his head as the wind whipped around them,
snatching at their cloaks. He stepped into the captain’s space and lowered his
voice as he hissed, “I was not going to stand by and allow petty jealousies to
bring harm to an innocent woman, especially when she is my responsibility.”


The captain frowned. “You sound like a man whose feelings
for a woman are stronger than would be wise for your situation.”


He stared at the man for a long moment, chest heaving. “Do
I?”


“Yes. And, you had best pray the inquisitors did not hear it
as well.”


 


* * *


 


Damaris knelt beside the roses, running her fingers along
the budding leaves and deftly avoiding the thorns of the stalks. There were no
buds forming yet that would bloom into roses. However, they would appear soon
enough with the encouragement of the hothouse urging their growth.


“I thought I would find you here.”


She jumped at the unexpected voice and then hissed as thorns
bit into the side of her hand.


Then he was by her side, dropping into a crouch, as he
reached out to grab her injured hand. His lips turned down in a frown. “I am
sorry, Damaris.”


“They are roses. The thorns are part of the beauty.” She
caught herself before she did something dragonish and touched his face. Ducking
her head a little to meet his gaze, she added, “Please, do not worry. I am
well. It’s just a few drops of blood.”


Tancred’s fingers brushed along her palm, sending sparks of
awareness tingling up her arm like embers being stirred to life. His frown
remained firmly in place, however. “I do not like it. The inquisitors should
not have come to Silvermere so soon, and for you of all people. Do you know who
reported you to them?”


She hesitated and then shrugged. “I . . . I have a
suspicion.”


“As do I,” he intoned with a hint of fury vibrating through
his baritone, deepening it. “I will not tolerate such behavior among my
people.”


“Tancred, wait,” she touched the back of his hand with her
free hand, “remember what I said about disrupting the balance of your
household. Don’t do it. If you punish her, you will isolate and aggravate your
housekeeper. A day’s inconvenience is not worth months of upheaval. The
inquisitors . . . They have no reason to continue chasing after me. Even the
woman was no longer questioning my deeds. She was attempting to force me into
giving up your secrets.”


She tightened her grip on his fingers even as his own clasp
closed more firmly around her other hand. Eyes searching his, she added in a
low whisper, “I wish you had not interrupted. Your actions could bring the
king’s suspicions to rest more heavily on you.”


He shrugged a shoulder, eyes never leaving her face, as he
answered in matching quiet tones, “The king will hesitate before turning
against one of his strongest allies in the north. Even if he does not, I am
prepared for an inquisition. I can best their tactics without revealing myself.
I would not have been sent by the dragon king if this weren’t true.” He glanced
down at their entwined hands and then twisted his upper hand to grasp her
fingers and raise them as he bent his head. His breath warmed her skin as he
brushed his cheek across their backs before murmuring, “I am going to keep you
safe, Damaris.”


“Tancred.” His name was more breathed than spoken.


When he looked up at her, streaks of fire lightened his
brown eyes. There was an intensity in his gaze that froze her in place and at
the same time it beckoned to her, warming her. He leaned in toward her, still holding
her uninjured hand in his lightly curled grasp as he brushed the back of his
knuckles across the curve of her cheek. “I will keep you safe, Damaris, even if
it means you must leave Cian Gwenith. I will not allow anything to happen to
you. I can’t allow anything to happen to you.”


He’d closed the distance between them as he spoke, his touch
against her cheek a distraction, and then he leaned in further. He pressed his
lips against hers, tasting of warmth and a hint of wood smoke. Her eyes closed
as she relaxed into the kiss, burying her fingers in his sleeve and gripping
his other hand even as he sank his fingers into her hair. The kiss seared
through her senses like fire springing from kindling to wood.


She pulled back, panting for air. Tancred didn’t move away,
instead lowering his head to rest against the crook of her neck. She slid one
hand up his sleeve to the white cloak and then buried her hand in his unruly
hair. She bent her head to rest her cheek against his head, and then froze when
she caught sight of a shadow on the other side of the hothouse’s glass walls.
Someone was watching them from outside . . . How much had they seen? How long
had they been standing there? The shadow turned and vanished before she could
make out whom it was.


Words stuck in her throat as she dropped her hands from
Tancred’s hair and shoulder. What was she doing? What was she thinking?”


“Damaris,” came the roughened whisper in her ear, “what is
wrong?”


She pulled away from him and forced herself to stand. Shaky
fingers rose to touch her tender lips before she forced them back to her side.
Unable to look at Tancred’s bewildered expression or the heat lingering in his
gaze, she stared at her roses. “This is wrong,” she murmured.


“Why?”


An involuntary bark of laughter escaped her. Pressing a hand
against her stomach, she shook her head. “You know why. You are a dragon, and I
am a human. That is something even you cannot change. And even if you could,
you are the earl and I am just a maid.”


Tancred slowly rose from his crouch and reached a hand
toward her, but she skittered back to avoid his touch again. It clouded her
mind and made her forget things. “Damaris.”


“No.” She thought again of the shadow watching them kiss, of
the rumors that would spawn again. The inquisitor’s questions about Tancred’s
loyalties washed over her once more, about his feelings for her. She’d denied
everything and . . . She had no right to be here, kissing the Earl of
Silvermere who was also a dragon. She held out her hand to ward Tancred off
when he stepped toward her. “Stop, please. You promised that you did not become
so personally involved with your companions or have you forgotten?”


He stopped in his tracks. An expression she could only call
hurt mixed with disappointment flickering across his face before he dropped his
hands to his side, curling them into fists. “You are correct. I did assure you
of that and this . . . This was a foolish mistake. It will not happen again.”


Then he spun on his heel and walked away without so much as
another word. It was what needed to happen. It was for the better. Yet, her
heart ached as though it had been beaten and bruised. Dropping to the ground in
front of her roses, Damaris wrapped her arms around herself as she leaned her
head back to stare out the glass roof. Losing her heart to the dragon had never
been a part of the bargain. And, in truth, she would never survive unscathed if
she didn’t take her heart out of the bargain. This was for the best . . . for
both of them. If only she could make herself believe it was true.


 


* * *


 












Chapter Nine


 


“Your services are not required tonight.”


He pretended not to notice the disappointment in her dark
eyes or the faint whiff of hurt in her scent. She had no right to feel hurt.
Not when she was the one who had pulled away first. Damaris offered a slight
curtsey. “As you wish, my lord.” She came closer and placed a sealed missive on
his desk. “A scalesinger brought this to the
hothouse. It looked important.”


He covered the missive with a scaled hand. The only time scalesingers, noisy little birds about the size of pigeons
who liked to pick along a dragon’s scales and horns, appeared in Silvermere
were when they carried a message from the dragon king. Something that shouldn’t
happen until spring turned to summer.


Until this last fortnight, he would have told her to stay.
Had her listen to the missive, but now . . . He’d let her get too close. That
was the reason he’d forgotten himself in the hothouse. Now he needed to regain
the boundaries he’d foolishly dropped, especially when memories of their kiss
still haunted him.


He picked up the missive, but didn’t break the seal.
Realizing she was still standing there, he rustled his wings in faint
irritation. “You are dismissed, Damaris.”


She looked at him for a long moment before she offered a
curtsey and then slipped silently from the room. Tancred stared at the door,
fighting the urge to call her back. It was better that she stay away. It was
better to have distance. He couldn’t have feelings for his companion . . . It
was the sign of a young foolish dragon, and he was not that dragon. Not
anymore.


He slit the seal on the missive and flattened the strip of
parchment.


 


I am disappointed. You
have taken a human as companion and, now, the human king is hunting for you.
Revoke the bond of companionship. If the hunt comes too close, you must allow
her to be sacrificed.


 


The parchment shredded beneath his claws as heat roared to
life in his chest, the flames pushing into his throat. Raising the strip of
parchment high, he opened his jaws and blew a steady stream of fire. He watched
the inked words curl into ash and then crushed it to dust between his hands.
There was a spy in his house. He let out another stream of fire, this time
barely remembering to aim for the fireplace. The flames leapt high as he
contributed to them. Papers rustled as he flapped his wings in an irritated
movement. A spy! A dragon or wyvern somehow hidden on his estate. They had to
be using magic to disguise themselves, hide their scent, but whom . . . He
didn’t know. The dragon king’s instructions rose in his mind’s eye once more,
and he breathed another burst of flames. They had exposed Damaris’ presence,
and his king had reacted exactly as he had feared.


He had wanted to wait a full year before alerting the dragon
king to her presence in his life. Then, he could’ve claimed the permanency of
the bond of companionship to keep her safe from the consequences. Now . . .


Now, for the first time in his life, his king had given him
a command that he could not follow. He could not turn Damaris over to King
Stephen and his inquisitors. At best, they would lock her up in a tower. At
worst, they would torture her and eventually execute her under a false
confession because he knew as surely as he knew gold from painted bronze that
she would never give him up.


And, he could not give her up. Not unless she asked for it.
She was his to protect. And, the dragon king . . . Tancred unfurled then furled
his wings as he turned away from the fireplace. He stalked around the bookroom,
plumes of smoke escaping his nostrils and his mouth. The dragon king was wrong.
Damaris was not expendable. And, the spy. He exhaled a dark grey cloud of
smoke. The spy would not be allowed to continue unchecked. He or she could
choose to act against Damaris on their own if they didn’t see Tancred obeying.
A thought that chilled his inner flame. Damaris was human. She had no defenses
against dragon magic, no way to resist a malevolent act. He had to do something
quickly to protect her.


 


* * *


 


She didn’t want her bargain with the dragon to end. That
was the only thing Damaris still felt certain of after three painful weeks of
watching Tancred push her away. She had hurt him, she knew. If only she could
find a way to fix it without being vulnerable to heartbreak. But, she didn’t
know how.


Even after three weeks of long silences and early
dismissals, she still couldn’t sleep at night without reliving the kiss in her
dreams. Without waking up wishing she had handled it differently. But, he was a
dragon. She had to keep reminding herself of that fact.


Still, she’d felt a twinge of disappointment that morning
when Tancred hadn’t been in his bookroom when she went to check on him. He also
hadn’t shown up in the hothouse; although, she should’ve known better than to
expect him, much less look for him. Now, she climbed the stairs to her chamber,
intent on removing her cloak and cleaning up before she went in search of her
dragon.


“Damaris.”


The sheer disappointment she felt at hearing her name
rumbled by the wrong voice would have frightened her if she had been thinking
clearly. Still, she somehow summoned a small smile as she turned to see Captain
Huon climbing the stairs behind her. The captain had the neck of his tunic
unlaced and sweat darkened the grey wool as well as dotted his shaved scalp.
His leather jerkin was draped over one shoulder. He must have come straight
from the training yard.


“Captain Huon.” Her eyes dropped to the amulet hanging
partially out of his tunic. She could just make out a bird’s wing with feathers
tipped in flames. A firebird . . .


His voice pulled her attention back to his face as he
rumbled, “The earl wishes for you to join him at the hippogriffs’ roost.”


She dipped her head. “I understand. Thank you, Captain.”


He didn’t say another word, merely giving a nod of
acknowledgement as he stepped to one side to allow her to scramble past him.


Doubts had begun to plague her decision to obey the summons
by the time she climbed up to the platform over the hippogriffs’ stabling. The
formal roost held a single hippogriff stallion, his speckled black feathers and
fierce hooked beak giving him a particularly wild look as he flapped his wings
impatiently and stamped a back hoof. His feathers melted into a solid black
horse body save for the splashes of white on his haunches and patches of black
within the white. He flicked his tail as Damaris approached and then opened his
beak to hiss.


Tancred ducked around the hippogriff’s front, smoothing a
hand along the beast’s feathered neck. He was dressed as a soldier again,
including a white cloak. There was strain in his eyes when she approached him
though it didn’t echo in his voice as he broke the silence. “I have a need to
go to Carabas. Hippogriff is the fastest way available. I would like for you to
accompany me. If you are willing.”


“Yes.” The word escaped her before she had even begun to
consider the complications.


The corner of his mouth twitched as though he were about to
smile or laugh. He did neither. Instead, he walked around to swing himself onto
the hippogriff’s back and then he held his arm out to her. When she didn’t take
it right away, he raised an eyebrow. “Changed your mind?”


There was a hint of challenge in his words. She lifted her
chin in response and then grasped his forearm before she could second guess her
decision. He pulled her up behind him and pressed her arm against his waist.
“Hang on to me.”


She barely had time to wrap her other arm around him before
the hippogriff launched itself into the sky. Her breath left her in a rush as
the wind whipped past tugging at her skirts, her cloak, and her hair. Her
cheeks grew cold even as she ducked her head against Tancred’s shoulders. His
hair lashed across her face too as the hippogriff carried them ever higher. She
felt a cold dampness against her skin and opened her eyes to see pale grey all
around them. They were inside a cloud. Then, they burst into sunlight.


She raised her head and looked around. Clouds rolled just
beneath the hippogriff’s talons and hooves looking as though they were snowy
hills and valleys. She could see the slate grey and snow covered crags of the
mountains framing the valley in the distance ahead and to their left.


“Do you like it?”


She tightened her grip on him as the hippogriff banked left
avoiding the face of a cliff. However, she couldn’t help smiling and then
laughing. “I love it! How fast can he go?”


He turned his head, dark eyes studying hers, before a slow
grin crept into being. “I was hoping you would. Do you really want to know?”


She nodded. “Yes.”


“All right.”


He turned forward once more and then leaned closer to the
hippogriff’s neck. She stayed sitting upright although she clasped her wrists
to feel a little more secure. The hippogriff’s head came up and then his wings
went straight up before coming down with a rush. A fresh blast of wind caught
her by surprise, biting at her even as it stole her breath. She still laughed even
as her cheeks grew numb, and the wind’s roaring filled her ears. It was . . .
exhilarating.


She leaned forward slightly and shouted, “Can we go any
faster?”


His body shook. He was laughing. She could only grin as she
watched the clouds pass beneath them along with pockets of space where she
could see down the mountainside to deep ravines. It was wild and strange, and
so very beautiful.


 


* * *


 


By the time they landed in the inner bailey of the
Marquise of Carabas’ keep, Tancred didn’t know why he had attempted to push
Damaris away. Her laughter and eagerness to fly faster had warmed his heart
faster than any fire. He wished he could take her flying properly although he
would miss the feel of her arms around his waist.


He jumped to the ground and then reached up to swing Damaris
down. The question, no, invitation to go flying again in his proper form was on
the tip of his tongue. “My lord Silvermere, this is an unexpected surprise.”


He looked up to see the Marquise of Carabas walking up from
the gates, a crook balanced against her shoulder. He glanced back at Damaris
and reluctantly stepped away from her, letting go of her waist, before he
turned back to the marquise. “My lady Carabas, I found there was an urgent
matter I needed to discuss with you. And, it could not wait for you to be
willing to leave your ewes.” He gestured to the crook. “The lambing season has
already begun has it not?”


She nodded, looking more peasant shepherdess than noblewoman
in her tan kirtle. The sleeves of her linen underdress tied up with ribbons to
leave her lean but muscular forearms exposed. He could smell the sheep on her,
including lambs. “It has, and I’ve been delivering them since last eve.” She
glanced down at herself and then nodded toward the keep. “If you’ll forgive me,
I am not ready to receive visitors as I am. However, you’ll find Reed inside.
He is entertaining Sir George. The stable lads can tether your beast with his.
Now, I must return to my sheep. I wish to check one ewe that is in her first
lambing. I will be in afterwards.”


Tancred offered a slight bow, and then gestured for Damaris
to follow as he allowed one of the stable lads to approach. The lad wasted no
time in plucking a mouse from his pail and tossing it to the hippogriff. Soon
he was leading the stallion away, feeding it mice all the while.


Damaris remained silent and a step behind as they entered
the keep. He didn’t like it, but he wasn’t going to argue with it now. As they
entered the great hall, however, he instinctively reached back to pull her even
with him as the faded scent of dragon and magic flooded his nostrils. The rogue
had been in residence for so long that his scent still permeated the stones of
the keep even though he could smell the scent of other dragons as well. He knew
the family of Alastair, although he’d never reached out to them in his ten
years of living in Silvermere. Their connection to the Marquise and her husband
was interesting. Yet, he’d never approached it or the full truth behind her
rise in rank. It was too risky to expose himself as a dragon, not only for
himself, but also for them in light of King Stephen’s unpredictable and growing
paranoia.


“Ah, my favorite neighbor has come calling.” The words were
customary for Reed, yet their lightness seemed forced. “Have you seen my wife?”


“Only long enough for her to remind me that I am not as
important as her sheep,” he responded. His gaze strayed to Sir George. The man
whose golden hair and classic features were exactly as human bards liked to
describe fair knights looked surprisingly somber. Although Tancred had not seen
him in person since he’d become heir apparent after the death of his young
cousin in a tragic encounter with a pair of drakes while riding. Perhaps, the
weight of being the heir was heavier than the knight had expected.


They exchanged polite pleasantries until Reed went to fetch
his wife. After a meal, they moved to the marquise’s private sitting room. She
played a few songs on her lyre until the servants brought wine and small cakes
before leaving once more. It was only then that she set her lyre aside and
nodded to her husband, who immediately locked the door. She glanced once at
Damaris who still remained by his side, but said nothing about her presence. A
good thing since he did not intend to let her leave the room.


Helena reached up to cover Reed’s hand where it rested on
her shoulder as she broke the silence. “Sir George. You said you have news to
share with us.”


His expression grew all the more grave and his broad
shoulders caved as though someone had dropped the weight of a mountain on them.
“Yes. It is my uncle. The inquisitors he sends out have been more successful at
gathering rumors than confessions. Yet, he is giving orders that they will
bring confessions from all future interrogations. He does not care how they
achieve those confessions.”


“He means to torture false confessions out of them,” Tancred
murmured.


“Yes.” Sir George spread his hands wide, looking as though
he were the one being tortured, as he continued, “I fear it has already begun.
Two days ago my uncle issued orders that two families who have always been
loyal supporters of his rule are to be turned out of their ancestral lands. The
crown has seized the lands, and at least one member of each family has been
arrested with an eye toward execution.”


“On what charges?” Reed demanded.


“Conspiring with dragons to harm the king and his
household.” Sir George rubbed his temples before adding, “My uncle has
apparently become convinced dragons were responsible for his son’s death. Not
the drakes I hunted and killed that same day. Even my aunt cannot make him see
reason on the matter.”


“If the king turns against his own proven allies without
evidence of dragons, what little hope remains for preserving our alliances will
go up in flames,” the marquise interjected quietly. “And, giving his
inquisitors commands to force confessions . . . He will drive his own people
out of the kingdom.”


“There are now guards stationed along the borders and in the
cities to prevent such measures,” Sir George responded wearily. “It is only a
matter of time before those measures will be applied beyond the southern
reaches of the kingdom.”


“This is how civil wars are begun,” Reed murmured. “He’s gone
truly mad to think any of this is a good idea.”


Tancred shifted uneasily in his seat. Yet he couldn’t keep
from pointing out bluntly, “Allowing your uncle to continue on this path will
lead the entire kingdom to disaster and ruin.”


“I know, believe me.” Sir George abruptly stood, running a
hand through his hair, before he added, “As I said, he listens to no one now.
Not the queen, not the priest of Shaddai, and certainly not myself. He sees
dragons everywhere, and no one is able to stop it.”


He hesitated only a moment before he leaned forward to rest
his arms on his knees as he spoke in a low tone just above a whisper. “Then
perhaps, Sir George, you should be looking more closely at what will be best
for your people.”


 


* * *


 


“He trusts you deeply.”


Damaris glanced up sharply from the little lamb she’d been
petting. The Marquise of Carabas was leaning on her crook, watching her, as she
continued, “He wouldn’t allow you to be present for our discussions if he
didn’t. However, I can see more than trust in his gaze when he looks at you.”


“I am only his maid,” she protested although her voice
sounded weak even to her own ears.


The marquise tugged at the edge of the kerchief covering her
thick dark hair, a contemplative look in her eyes. “There was a time when I
quite firmly believed that the line between noble and other lower classes
should never be crossed. That it begged too much abuse from the nobles to
ignore the boundaries between classes.” She paused and then her tone turned dry
as she stated, “However, if a mere shepherdess may become a marquise, despite
my best protests, who is to say a maid may not become a countess?”


“My lady, I cannot pretend.”


“Good. It will make it all the easier on the both of you
and, perhaps, keep you from gazing after each other with the longing of a weary
traveler for water.” The marquise came closer and scratched one of the ewes
behind its ear before adding, “Though I would appreciate it greatly if you did
not share what I said here with my husband. It would only encourage him to
continue in his nonsense.”


Damaris could only nod, uncertain of what to actually say.
The marquise gave her a knowing look and then clicked her tongue. “He was
preparing to leave. You should find him in the bailey before he decides to
terrorize my sheep by landing here.”


After finding Tancred in the bailey as predicted, Damaris
could only dwell on the marquise’s words. Was there any chance that they could
have something more than mere companionship? She tightened her grip around his
waist as they ascended into the louds, her thoughts more chaotic than the winds
buffeting them.


“Do you no longer enjoy flying?”


“I can’t imagine anything more thrilling,” she replied
honestly.


He glanced over his shoulder at her. “You haven’t flown with
me yet.”


She started to protest that was exactly what she was doing
when the realization of his meaning struck. She frowned at him. “Don’t even
consider it, Tancred. It’s too dangerous, and you’ll be seen!”


“I’ve never been seen before.”


She opened her mouth to argue further and then shook her
head. As soon as she felt him laugh, however, she pinched his side. The act
earned her hand a light smack, and she swallowed her own laughter. All humor
died away as she recalled the sobering conversation from the night before and
she leaned more firmly against his back to ask, “Are you going to participate
in a coup?”


He glanced back at her briefly and shook his head. “Only if
I wish to anger my own king beyond repair. He forbade my direct interference in
human politics when I was appointed the old earl’s heir.”


“And, your words last night?”


“Was in the smoke on that order.”


Damaris frowned. He’d been toeing the line rather
perilously, and she could already imagine the dragon king reacting with
displeasure at his comments. The matter of the inquisitors and their
instruction to extract confession by any means necessary worried her more,
especially given his interference in her interrogation.


“Are you going to leave if the king sends more inquisitors
to Silvermere?”


She didn’t want him to leave, but she didn’t want him to
stay within Stephen’s reach either.


“I’m a dragon, and we don’t run from snapping drakes with
delusions of grandeur.”


The hippogriff dove through the clouds before she could
respond, stealing her breath, and causing her eyes to water. She’d not paid
much attention to their surroundings this time, her mind too full with
everything else, so it caught her by surprise when she didn’t see Silvermere’s
keep and walls rising to greet them. Instead, they were in a small valley
separated by a low foothill from a village.


Her heart stuttered as she gazed at the familiar façade of
the manor. Roseshire spread out beneath them, and
then they landed in the clearing before the manor. She slid to the ground
before Tancred could help her, taking a few faltering steps toward the manor.
Its windows were layered in dust and covered with boards. The front doors were
secured with a heavy chain.


She walked around the house, past the equally empty barn and
stable yard, to the gardens at the back. She stumbled at the sight. The roses
had been cut back a good three yards from the well. Large swathes of the silver
roses had been completely cut back as well, the sight carving a furrow through
her heart. She kept moving, however, finding the path to the grotto where she
used to sit and watch Baba tend the roses. Roses grew thick and wild here,
climbing over the stone edifice of the grotto and forcing her to duck as she
approached. A few thorns still tugged at her cloak.


Nevertheless, her attention remained fixed on the roses.
They’d bloomed early. Silver blossoms framed against green and grey. She sank
onto the stone bench of the grotto and brushed a finger over the silver petals
as she leaned in to inhale their heady perfume.


“You look beautiful.”


She opened her eyes to find Tancred only a few paces away.
He was watching her with the same heat that had burned in his eyes when they’d
kissed. Clearing her throat, she shifted on the bench and tucked her skirts
closer so he could sit next to her. “You are trying to distract me.”


“More likely myself,” he murmured as he sat next to her.


She started to lean closer to him when he turned away. “Did
you leave a dragoness behind when you came here?”


His head whipped around, and he stared at her with a
bewildered expression before he suddenly chuckled. “No, so cease your
jealousies.”


“I am not jealous,” she retorted. “Merely attempting to
understand why you are so . . . confusing.”


“Confusing?” He tilted his head back and then squinted at
her with one eye closed. “I had a companion before you. Her name was Tara, and
she was a wyvern. I was young and foolish enough to mistake the feelings of
companionship for something deeper.”


“She didn’t return your feelings.”


“I am not certain she knew of them,” he mused. “Even if she
did, it did not matter since her heart had already been captured by another
wyvern. When she approached me for permission to marry, I decided to release her
from our bond instead. I told her I was going to leave the dragon king’s court
on a mission. Fortunately, for my pride, the dragon king needed a volunteer to
go to the Five Kingdoms for an indeterminate amount of time.”


“Did you love her?”


“No.” He opened both eyes and then surprised her by leaning
in close, the tip of his nose brushing against her cheek as he murmured, “Did
you know there is a grotto in the gardens at home? It doesn’t have any roses,
though. Perhaps, you could change that and maybe . . . if you wish it, I could
take you flying again. Only it would be much faster than any hippogriff.”


She hesitated, half wondering and half hoping that there was
more to his offer. “I want to fly with you, Tancred.” Her words came a little
faster as she reached up to touch his cheek, his sparse beard prickling her
hand. “I read something a few weeks ago. One of your books said dragons used to
intermarry with others of the great races, including humans.”


“It’s been over two centuries since the last mating between
a dragon and a pure human.” He reached up, tracing his fingertips along her
fingers to the back of her hand. His voice grew warmer as he murmured, “I
thought you said this was impossible.”


“I don’t want to miss my chance for happiness, for love, for
something as small as fear,” she whispered. Emotion clogged her throat,
threatening to choke her words as she continued, “I have lost everything I
could already. What I want is love and to be happy. You make me happy even when
you’re being confusing and insufferable and impossible.”


“Please don’t flatter my ego.”


She laughed softly. “My stepsister, Ella, once asked me how
a man could win my heart. I said all he needed to do was give me a rose. And I
said that if he gave me a garden of them, he’d win me forever. You found roses
for me, silver roses, and I want to keep flying with you. I don’t want to wake
up one day in an inquisitor’s interrogation feeling that I have only regrets
because I was too afraid to try. We can’t predict what will happen with King Stephen
or his inquisitors. We cannot say that we will have a year or five from now.
So, I don’t want to wait. I want to try. I want to live my life with you. Even
if it means leaving Silvermere.”


“Mmm, is this your idea of a
proposal?”


She smiled even as her cheeks grew warm. “Don’t be so
insufferable. I’m not going to propose to you now. You have to return interest
first. That was the rule about dragons and their companions.”


Tancred pulled back and chuckled. “You also know that a
companion is supposed to be the one to propose any sort of change in the
relationship. To prevent his or her master from manipulating the bond in their
favor.” He grinned as he added, “And I believe it is a human custom for
proposals to be made on bended knee.”


“You’re not allowed to dictate those terms, you ridiculous
creature,” she retorted. “And, I am not bending my knees for anyone.”


“Except your roses. You’re always on bended knee around your
roses.”


She laughed softly. “I do love them.” She glanced at him and
then added sweetly, “Though I am not certain you are pretty enough to counter
all the trouble you cause me.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Ten


 


“What are you doing to my grotto?”


“I’m using it to brew my potions by which I’m controlling
you,” came the dry reply.


Tancred smothered a grin as he made a show of looking around
the empty gardens. “You should be more careful of what you say. What if someone
heard you?”


She still didn’t look away from where she was digging in the
ground. “You mean to say that you did not ensure the garden was clear of
eavesdroppers before you came to find me. You’ve grown careless in only a day.”


He couldn’t contain his grin this time as he came closer to
where she knelt. She was planting the roses around the grotto. “I’m never
careless. You’re planting the roses.”


Now she looked over her shoulder at him. “Has it occurred to
you that perhaps I was attempting to surprise you?”


“I don’t like surprises,” he deadpanned. “The last time I
was surprised, I ended up being obliged to take on this very stubborn woman as
a maid. Not to mention, my nose was bruised for a sennight.”


She threw a handful of dirt at him. “You are insufferable.”


“Such cruel words from my maid,” he murmured. He chuckled as
he dodged another clod of dirt. Darting around her, he threw himself onto the
bench and then reached out to touch her chin with his thumb, rubbing away a
streak of dirt. “Prickly as a rose.”


She shook her head and lightly smacked his hand away. “Most
men would mention a rose’s beauty, not its thorns.”


“I appreciate both. The danger of a thorn makes the rose’s
beauty all the more . . . fascinating.” He leaned in close and whispered,
“Although now would be an excellent time for you to propose to me.”


She gave him an incredulous look and then laughed. “Why
would you say such a thing?”


“Because the feast is tonight and being able to announce our
betrothal in front of all the nobles of the north as well as Sir George will go
far in protecting you from any inquisitor scheme.” He paused and winked at her
as he flicked a finger at her. “And, you are on bended knee at this particular
moment.”


“I am not going to propose to you. And, I am not going to be
on bended knee either.” She patted the dirt around the base of the rose as she
murmured, “I never imagined myself as having to be the one to propose marriage
to a man. I already said I wanted to change our relationship, after all.”


Tancred considered her for a long moment. She’d donned a
simple brown kirtle, and her sleeves were tied up. Her hair was hidden beneath
a turban and streaks of dirt smudged her hands, arms, and face. She looked
beautiful.


He reached down and grabbed her hands, uncaring for the dirt
transferring to his hands. Pulling her off the ground as he rose to his feet,
he searched her face for any sign of hesitance or regret. “Do you still have
that wish? Haven’t changed your mind?”


“No, of course not. I am not fickle, and I know my heart.”


“Good.” He started to say something further before he remembered
why he had originally come to find her. It was too important to wait with their
visitors already arriving and his lack of success in sniffing out the spy. “I
have something for you.”


She drew back slightly, a warning look entering her eyes, as
she drew out his name, “Tancred.”


“Damaris.”


He let go of her hands and quickly strode to where he had left
a bag on the ground. Digging inside it, he walked back to where she still stood
with her arms crossed. Her eyes widened when he pulled the shoes out. “Are
those glass? Or . . . not diamond?”


“No, they are better. Here sit.” Taking advantage of her surprise,
he navigated her into sitting on the stone bench and then knelt in front of
her. “They are carved from taimana. And, they’re comfortable.”


“Tancred, I cannot accept these.”


“You will accept them because they will protect you.”


Her brow furrowed at once. “They are slippers. Extremely
unusual and even outrageous slippers, but still slippers.”


He pulled off her dirt encrusted shoes and set them aside.
“No. They are taimana and that makes all the difference.”


“I don’t understand. What are you doing now?”


He looked up from dipping a cloth in the water bucket she’d
been using on her roses. “Washing your feet. Now, cease squirming. Do you truly
not know the significance of taimana?”


She frowned at him, but didn’t try to pull away as he ran
the damp cloth over her feet, wiping away the dirt that had slipped inside her
shoes during her work. “No. It is a rare stone and valued for it. That is all I
know.”


“Taimana possesses unique properties. It can be used to
block scent and magical signatures if something is placed inside a chest made
of it. However, it can also be used to hold enchantments without it ever being
detectable by any race of creature who could sense magic.” He paused as he
patted her feet dry with his sleeves and then he slipped the first taimana slipper
over her foot. “These I have personally enchanted with protection spells
against dragon magic.” He slipped the second slipper on, and then nodded.
“There. You are protected from dragon magic so long as you keep them on.
Promise me that you will wear them whenever you are awake.”


“Tancred.”


Standing he grasped her hands once more and pulled her up
from the bench. “Promise me, Damaris.”


“All right, I promise.” She closed the distance between them
and brushed a kiss against his lips. It was far too fleeting for his liking.


“Marry me, Damaris,” he breathed. “Be my mate and treasure
for the rest of our lives together. The best and dearest of companions. There’s
a priest here for the spring feast. He can marry us tonight or tomorrow or
whichever day you choose. We’ve witnesses at the ready among our guests. Marry
me, Damaris, please. I have no desire to be parted from you.”


“Tancred, I—”


“My lord! My lord, the Marquise of Carabas has arrived!”


He groaned, cursing under his breath at the interruption.
Tightening his grip on Damaris’ hands, he opened his mouth to ask her for an
answer. Even the barest nod would have sufficed. But, the call came again.


“You should go. That is Clotho, and we cannot have the
housekeeper in a fit today. Her nerves must be accommodated.”


“Come with me.”


Damaris squeezed his hands, a smile dancing across her lips.
“I cannot appear on your arm dressed as I am. Tonight. Tancred. My answer is
tonight.”


He grinned. “For marrying or merely accepting my proposal?”


“My lord!”


Damaris laughed softly as she shoved him away. “Go. For all
your teasing today, I shall make you wait to know that answer too. Until
tonight.”


He pulled her close, stealing another all too brief kiss,
before he sprinted in the direction of the housekeeper’s voice. They only
needed to reach tonight, and then he would have his true treasure.


 


* * *


 


A soft laugh escaped her lips as she continued working
the soil around the base of the fifth and final rose. That was . . . It was
madness to feel so happy and to even contemplate marrying a man after so short
a time, especially one that was a dragon. Yet, she couldn’t imagine her heart
feeling so full with anyone else.


And, he wanted to marry tonight! Damaris shook her head at
the thought. Shaddai preserve them both. He made her feel so . . . so . . .
impulsive that she could almost consider it. Almost.


She brushed the dirt off her hands, rising to her feet, and
took a step only to pause when her foot bumped against the edge of the stone
bench with a distinct clink. Worry immediately flooded through her. Had she
damaged it? Tancred had been so insistent about her wearing them that she’d
forgotten to ask him if they were truly suited to her work in the garden.
Lifting her skirts, she peeked at the taimana slippers. They looked more like
colored diamond than glass, and she couldn’t see any obvious cracks.


Damaris glanced around, worried some other servant might
enter the gardens and see her slippers. They were far too fine for a maid to
wear, especially for her chores. She crouched back down and slipped her foot
free to better inspect the slipper’s surface. Running her fingers along the
smooth material, she couldn’t breathe easy until she’d confirmed no chip or
cracked marred the slipper. Thank Shaddai. She couldn’t imagine trying to
explain to Tancred how she had managed to break one of the slippers not even a
full day into wearing them. Although, perhaps, it would be better to wear clogs
in the garden. A habit she’d slipped from since leaving her old home in Roseshire.


“Why are you not readying yourself for the feast?”


A gasp escaped her as she twisted around at the unexpected
voice. Her hand rose to her chest, and she hung her head slightly. “Forgive me,
my lady, I didn’t hear you approach.” Rising to her feet, she hoped her skirts
didn’t allow either the slippers or the fact that she hadn’t had the chance to
put the second slipper back on to show. She dipped a shallow curtsey to the
marquise as the older woman drew closer. “Did you leave Sir Reed with the earl,
my lady?”


The marquise blinked, looking almost . . . surprised before
her expression cleared, and she offered a slight nod. “Yes. Do you no longer
intend to be at the feast?” Her gaze swept over Damaris and she added, “Your
attire is not quite suited to it.”


Her cheeks grew warm as she brushed at her skirts. “Yes.
That is, Tancred, I mean, the earl has invited me to the feast and the rest of
the festival. It is only . . .”


The marquise drew closer, head tilting to one side. “Only?”


“May I ask you a question, my lady? One of a personal
nature?” At the older woman’s nod, Damaris dropped her voice to a whisper as
the question tumbled from her lips, “How long was it before you wed Sir Reed?
Was it a very short courtship?”


The marquise drew back slightly as her eyebrows rose. Her
gaze swept over Damaris once more, and then a hint of incredulity crept into
her voice as she asked, “The earl has proposed to you?”


Heat rose higher in her cheeks, yet she couldn’t keep from
smiling. “Yes, just a little while ago.”


“And, you did not answer?”


“We were interrupted. I . . .” Damaris twisted her hands in
her skirts, feeling her blush strengthen as she continued in a low voice, “He
actually asked if I would agree to marry him tonight since we’ve witnesses
already gathered. And I . . . I want to do it, but then I worry marrying so
soon would make people suspicious and report him to King Stephen’s inquisitors.
Perhaps tonight would be better to only give my answer, and then we could marry
tomorrow . . . Or, no, that is still too soon, isn’t it? Perhaps three days
from now instead?”


“What are these words?”


Damaris abruptly stopped speaking as the marquise’s voice
broke over her. Anger filled the other woman’s face. Bewilderment flooded
through her as she replied hesitantly, “I thought . . . I thought you would
approve. You were right. He does love me and I . . . I love him.”


“Love?” The marquise laughed, but it was a harsh sound. “You
think you know love. That a human could ever love a dragon.”


She took an instinctive step back, opening her mouth to call
for someone, anyone, when the marquise’s appearance changed. The woman in front
of her wore a gown of emerald, matching her emerald green eyes, and her smooth
dark hair fell in waves around her shoulders. She clapped her hands together.
“Your naïveté is matched only by the foolishness of your beloved. You wish for
my advice, young one?”


Damaris couldn’t move, her limbs frozen, as she stared into
emerald eyes. A prickling burning sensation accosted her, similar to the
bonding ceremony only it hurt so much more, as the woman continued speaking.
“Go to the feast, Damaris Desrosiers, and promise that fool Tancred he shall
have an answer. Dance with him tonight and promise an answer in the roses.
However, he shall never hear the answer spoken from your lips. Instead, you
shall allow your actions to announce it for you will leave him here in this
grotto waiting for you.  A fitting answer to a foolish dragon whose youth
has made him forget not only the crimes of your kind against ours, but also
what is appropriate for the bonds of companionship. You are not suited to be a
dragon’s companion, much less his mate. This too you shall do as punishment for
reaching too high, when the night watch sounds midnight you will flee
Silvermere to the southern cities. None who know you now shall recognize you,
and you shall forget your time as a dragon’s companion. Like a dream
unremembered, you will remain with nothing save the memories of a cinder lass
until the dragon you so foolishly dared to love renounces you.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Eleven


 


“Wake up, girl.”


The rumbled words broke through her forgotten dreams, as did
the sensation of being rocked. Damaris opened her eyes slowly to find Captain
Huon leaning over her. He looked . . . concerned as he finally ceased shaking
her shoulder. “How did you fall asleep on the ground?”


She couldn’t remember. The last thing she remembered was . .
. emeralds. She bolted up right with a gasp, clutching at the captain’s sleeve.
“Stranger . . . There was a stranger here.”


“There are many strangers here tonight or have you forgotten
the feast entirely?”


The feast . . . Tancred . . . It was only then that she
realized the sky had darkened, leaving only the stars to light the gardens
aside from the lantern resting on the ground near her skirts. Damaris touched a
hand to her throbbing temple. What had happened? “The woman . . . Where is she?
She’s dangerous. She . . . Emeralds . . .”


She couldn’t think clearly, couldn’t form the words she
wanted into speech. She couldn’t remember much, but she remembered the woman.
She remembered emerald eyes and smooth black hair and her voice, cold with
fury, as she commanded . . . She’d wanted Damaris to forget she’d ever been
there and to never speak of her to anyone.


A low moan escaped her as her skin burned. Large hands
wrapped around her elbows, pulling her off the ground and then guiding her to
sit on the grotto’s bench. The captain’s attention was fixed on the ground,
however. She followed his gaze to the slipper gleaming faintly in the lantern
light. He didn’t question her on it, didn’t say a word, as he picked up the
slipper and placed it on her foot.


The burning in her skin eased, although she could still feel
it. Damaris took a breath. She couldn’t remember everything beyond the curse .
. . that terrible curse knotting itself around her like a noose. She had to
warn Tancred.


“Slow down,” came the warning rumble as she forced herself
to stand. “What was this about a woman?”


“I . . .” Her words trailed off, choked again, even though
now she could picture the woman far more clearly. “Emeralds,” she choked out,
“stranger with emeralds.”


The captain frowned. She shook her head. The woman, no, the
dragoness had done something to keep her from revealing what had happened. “I
need to find Tancred.”


“He is at the feast.” Then Huon wrapped a steadying hand
around her arm, keeping her from falling to the ground as she stumbled. “You
should change first if you intend to go to him.”


She had to find him. No, wait, she didn’t want to find him.
She was going to hurt him. The burning in her skin grew hotter, driving her to
distraction as she tried and failed to fight the urge to find him. To give him
a message.


Sweat trickled down her back by the time Captain Huon
escorted her to her chamber. She wanted to call him back, to warn him to go
searching for the dragoness with emerald eyes, but the words choked her until
she released the idea. Then, she was left alone.


There was a bundle on the center of her bed again. She tried
to ignore it as she quickly washed away the sweat and dirt coating her skin.
However, the burning sensation grew worse, almost doubling her over when she
removed her slippers. When she’d changed into a clean chemise, she quickly
stepped back into the taimana slippers, shuddering with relief as the burning
in her veins lessened once more.


Unable to resist the package, she untied the ribbons and
pulled back the linen wrapping to reveal gold that sparkled beneath the
firelight. It was darted through with silver thread. She shook her head even
before she read the accompanying note out loud, “‘My treasure, consider this
your wedding gown. If not tonight, wear my other gift.’”


She ran her fingers over the expensive fabric before she
covered it back up. No. She wouldn’t do that to him. That would be too cruel,
and the dragoness could not force her into it. A necklace fell out of the
wrapping as she moved the dress to the other side of the bed. She picked it up
and a low sob rose in her throat at the sight of the glass orb holding a
delicate silver filigree rose in full bloom. It was perfect.


She fastened it around her neck and then walked to her
wardrobe. There was a gown she could wear that would complement the necklace
perfectly. The gown of silvercloth. She’d only just slipped into it when a
knock sounded at the door before Bettrys bustled inside. The snowy haired
healer paused at the sight of her and then she harrumphed. “You look suitable,
like a future countess. Although, you’ll need a girl to lace you in properly
after tonight. Turn.”


Damaris silently obeyed, wishing she could tell Bettrys what
was happening. But, the burning sensation wrapped around her throat now choking
her from even hoping to mention the encounter with the dragoness. The healer
adjusted her laces with deft fingers and then gave a curt nod. “Now, go
downstairs before his lordship forgets his manners entirely and abandons his
guests to search for you.”


She didn’t want to go. But, the burning in her skin
compelled her to obey the healer. She made her way down to the great hall,
pausing just outside the doors. She could hear the muffled sounds of music and
conversations. Still, she resisted opening the doors and stepping inside.


“Now, your ambitions are laid bare for all to see.”


She spun to find the inquisitor rapidly approaching, triumph
and even a touch of fear in his eyes. His black robes and their slashes of
silver made him look like a speckled crow flapping its way toward carrion. His
hiss carried poisonous hatred as he drew ever closer. “How dare you dress in
the finery of a noblewoman? Witch. You may have fooled my companion, but I knew
better. The king wishes to hear your confession.”


“I have nothing to confess,” she replied quietly.


“Lies.”


“I am inclined to believe the lady,” interjected a voice she
recognized.


The inquisitor’s face twisted with distaste at the
interruption. “My lord, this woman is a—”


“Member of the earl’s household and a fellow guest to the
feast,” Sir George replied simply. He smiled at the man as he added, “And there
is no evidence against anyone in the Earl of Silvermere’s household to warrant
further interrogation. That is what your superior wrote. Do you intend to
slander her word?”


“Of course not, my lord. However, I felt further information
should be acquired from this woman. She has not risen through the ranks of the
household by the usual means, after all.”


“That is Silvermere’s business, not ours,” Sir George stated
firmly, his smile fading. “Behave as a guest or retire to your accommodations,
which were graciously provided despite your not being
an expected guest.”


The inquisitor’s cheeks mottled, but he only offered a half
bow before whirling around and stalking away.


Sir George then offered her a deep bow. “My lady. May I have
the honor of a dance?”


Damaris dipped an answering curtesy. Resting her hand atop
his proffered one, she allowed him to lead her into the great hall. There were
gasps as guests and servants alike noticed her, but she paid them no heed as
her gaze flicked over the faces. She couldn’t see Tancred.


They moved through the line of dancers, forming circles and
chains with the others, until they finally made it to the far end of the great
hall. It was only then that she saw him. Tancred wore a white tunic embroidered
with silver along with pale grey trousers stuffed inside boots of the palest
leather. He looked the epitome of a nobleman.


Then she was on the dais, being escorted toward him. Sir
George uttered a cheerful greeting, she paid no attention to, before he bowed
to the marquise and held out his hand. Damaris’ breath caught in her lungs for
a moment before Sir Reed nudged his wife’s arm, and the woman sighed as she
placed her hand in Sir George’s. The interaction between the two was too
familiar to be faked . . . or so she hoped.


Sir Reed nodded to her, pale green eyes flicking over her
gown. “Silver suits you.”


“It does, indeed,” Tancred intoned. There was a flicker of
concern in his eyes, however, as he added with deceptive lightness, “I was
beginning to fear you’d learned of our unexpected guest and chosen to abandon
the feast because of it.”


“I met him outside the doors. Sir George rescued me.” She
tried to add that there had been another uninvited guest in the gardens, but
the words refused to come. Instead her mouth moved into a smile before different
words spilled out, “Would you do me the honor of joining me for a dance or
two?”


“How about three?” he offered with an answering smile.


It was torture to dance with him. The first two dances they
only touched hands and occasionally brushed close to each other as they circled
around each other and other couples. They were never close enough that she
could whisper anything to him. Both a frustration and a relief as the burning
beneath her skin sharpened the more time passed. How close was it to midnight?
She didn’t know.


The dragoness . . . She didn’t know, couldn’t remember, if
she had promised to linger. However, her neck prickled with the sensation of
being watched. Twice she caught Clotho’s gaze fixed on her as the housekeeper
moved along the edge of the hall, overseeing the servants carrying trays and
keeping goblets filled. Another time, she saw Captain Huon standing in the
shadows cast by the fireplace, his good eye observing the entire room. A few
times she caught glimpses of people pulling away from black slashed with
silver, and she knew the inquisitor had entered the great hall.


The music changed and then Tancred caught her by both hands,
pulling her close as he lead her into a different dance. There was no exchange
of partners or distance forced between them this time. She linked her fingers
with his as they moved in a circle, their heads bent toward each other.
“There’s something I must tell you,” she whispered.


She felt his lips brush against her forehead before he
murmured, “I can guess. Though I’m disappointed there’s not a wedding tonight.”


Damaris looked up to meet his dark gaze as the dance called
for her to step away briefly and then to link hands again as they circled in
the opposite direction. Everything she wanted to say burned away. The only
words she heard herself speak were the ones she wanted to scream were untrue.
“You’ll have an answer instead. If you meet me in the gardens, by the roses, at
midnight, I promise you’ll have your answer.”


He smiled. “I accept.”


“Tancred, there’s a small matter requiring your attention,”
Sir Reed murmured apologetically from the side. “Sir George is inviting you to
get involved before your other guests are disturbed.”


Following the men’s gazes, Damaris could just make out the
distinctive robes of the inquisitor as he stood on the dais. The marquise and
Sir George were facing him. Sir George was slowly shaking his head. Tancred
sighed. “All right.” He glanced at her and winked, “I’ll be there.”


She watched him walk away with Reed at his side. The sight
alone tore at her as did the knowledge that she would never see him again,
never remember him. She blinked away tears and then turned and slipped through
the crowd of dancers. She needed more distance . . . She needed to prepare for
midnight.


By the time she had run up to her chamber, a few traitorous
tears had escaped to dampen her cheeks. She stumbled at the sight and smell of
a small repast waiting for her. Bettrys’ doing, no doubt. There was less than a
half hour until the midnight watch was sounded, leaving her little time. She
managed to undo her laces and wriggle out of the silvercloth gown on her own,
tossing it onto the bed beside the other too fine gown. She slipped into a
plain dark green gown and found a bag in the bottom of her wardrobe.


After tossing two more of her plainest gowns into the bag
along with a few amenities and a small coin purse with the wages Tancred had
given her after three months of service, she took the linen wrapping from the
gold and silver gown to tie around the meal. Two meat pies, a block of cheese,
and a loaf of bread as well as a flask of water. It would tide her over for a
few meals if she rationed everything. She scrambled for her sturdy leather
slippers, but didn’t have time to put them on when she doubled over from the
fire burning her from the inside. Tossing the wrapped meal as well as her shoes
inside the bag, Damaris stumbled toward the door. She snatched her cloak and
threw it around her shoulders as she hurried down the corridor and the flights
of stairs.


She saw no one as she hurried out of the keep. However, she
hadn’t taken more than five steps into the inner bailey when she heard a shout
from behind. A quick peek revealed black slashed with silver. The inquisitor.
No.


Following the sound of merrily playing music, Damaris darted
from the shadows into the area of the inner bailey where most of the servants
had gathered for their dancing and celebration. She ducked through the dancers,
passing Owen as he danced with Agatha. Weaving her way through the crowd, she
felt only a fractured hint of relief that she couldn’t hear or see the
inquisitor anymore. It was only a matter of time before he caught up with her.


Her gaze caught on a covered wagon and a man bustling around
it. Two guardsmen stood by the ponies’ heads, but their backs were to her. She
hurried over to the merchant as he worked to secure the back of the canvas.
“Sir, may I purchase passage?”


He jumped at her question, but at least he didn’t shout as
he squinted at her. “Passage? You’re leaving tonight?”


She nodded. “I was a maid in the earl’s household, but I’ve
been released from service at my family’s behest. My father has fallen ill, and
they fear he won’t live to see summer. I need to return home.”


The lies fell so easily and quickly from her lips that she
almost believed them herself. She shifted her feet as the merchant tugged on
his thick white beard. Then, he nodded toward the back. “All right. I can take
you as far as Mirab.”


Damaris nodded, recognizing the name of one of the larger
towns in the foothills before Cian Gwenith’s
mountains gave way to the plains and rolling hills of the south where the true
cities were built. “Thank you, sir. That is my destination.”


“Climb in and secure the flap behind you. I don’t want these
goods getting wet with the storm.” The man didn’t say another word as he walked
around to the front of the wagon.


She heard him talking to the guardsmen. Stepping up to the
back of the wagon, she grasped the edge of the cart only to stop and look back.
The stars were clouding over. She couldn’t see much beyond the servants dancing
around the bonfire. Tancred . . . was probably in the grotto. She wished she
could see him, could explain.


Then the wagon started to roll forward. Damaris scrambled to
throw her bag in first and then she pulled herself up. The wheels bounced, and
she knocked her foot against the side of the cart as she fell through the flap.
She felt wood beneath her bare foot and realized she’d lost one of her
slippers. There was no going back to retrieve it.


She secured the flap with shaking fingers before she pulled
off the remaining taimana slipper. She placed it in her bag and then put on the
practical leather slippers that were far more suited to a mere maid. Leaning
against a bundle of woven wool blankets, Damaris let out a shuddering breath.
Her dream had turned into a nightmare. And now . . . she was going to be alone
again.


 


* * *


 


Damaris still hadn’t arrived. Midnight had come and gone.
Tancred jumped up from the stone bench and paced in front of the grotto. Had
she changed her mind when he had been so late in coming to meet her? No. She
wouldn’t do that. Once Damaris made a decision, she rarely changed her mind on
the matter.


She was only delayed. A frown appeared as he recalled her
words about the inquisitor. The man had been stubborn enough to attempt to
demand a hearing before the nobles that night. If Sir George hadn’t stepped in,
he might not have been able to resist showing the inquisitor what happened when
you attempted to hunt a dragon’s mate.


Fortunately, Sir George had been able to force the man to
retire to his chamber and Commander Warin had been
set as guard to ensure that he stayed there until dawn. Tancred rubbed his
hands together. Damaris would give him her answer, and then they would face the
inquisitor together at dawn. And, every noble in the north would bear witness
to the fact that she was his future countess. No, he would talk her into
marrying him before they saw the inquisitor. They didn’t need every noble
present for the ceremony. Having Helena and Sir George as witnesses before the
priest would carry enough weight, and then the inquisitor would be forced to
tread far more carefully in questioning the Countess of Silvermere.


The sky had begun to lighten by the time he finally left the
grotto. Worry and confusion warred for dominance in his thoughts, but he shoved
them both aside. Damaris must have gone to bed. Maybe they had just missed each
other, and she’d gone to bed thinking he wouldn’t come to the grotto after he
missed her appointed time.


He reached her chamber and tapped on the door once before
testing the handle. It gave beneath his touch, allowing him to swing the door
open. “Damaris?”


There was no answer.


The fireplace was cold, the fire allowed to die instead of
being properly banked. Tancred walked toward the bed, stopping at its edge. It
hadn’t been slept in recently, and the wedding gown he’d gifted her was spread
across the coverlet. Beside it was the silvercloth gown she’d been wearing at
the feast. But of Damaris herself, there was no sign.


“She’s gone.”


He spun around to find Huon stepping inside the room. The
captain of the guard closed the door behind him before he pulled a hand out
from beneath his cloak, revealing a taimana slipper. “I found this in the
bailey near where the traders’ wagons had been sitting. She’s left with one of
them no doubt. Six of them left last night to beat the coming storm out of the
mountains.”


Tancred stared at the slipper. She’d left it behind or lost
it. Her protection against dragon magic would only be partially effective,
protecting her against the harshest elements but still leaving her susceptible
to magic such as curses. “Inform Sir George and the Marquise of Carabas that I
will return tomorrow.”


The captain stepped in front of him, blocking the door.
“No.”


“What do you say?”


Huon’s good eye remained steady and unblinking as he
rumbled, “You cannot leave the keep now with a king’s inquisitor under your
roof and expecting an audience. It is the height of foolishness, and you cannot
be selfish in this matter. The woman is not your only concern. You must also
protect the rest of your household. Let her go.”


“She needs my help.”


“What will you do? Fly after her and expose yourself to the
rest of the kingdom? Use your head, boy, and ignore your heart before you
condemn us all.”


Tancred’s jaw slackened before he lunged at the older man.
Catching him off guard, Tancred slammed him against the wall as he hissed,
“You’re the spy. The one who sent word to my king about her.” He felt something
hard beneath the captain’s tunic and yanked out a taimana medallion. The
phoenix was etched into its surface, marking its purpose even though he
couldn’t sense it. “All your magic hidden in here, giving you new life as a pure human in the eyes of all other races who
would know you otherwise.” His grip tightened on the medallion as he glared up
at the man. “Who are you?”


“I am Huon son of Pyramus. Our clan belongs to those of the
Burnt Wilderness.”


“A separatist,” Tancred hissed, smoke filling his mouth.
“And, you came here to spy.”


It wasn’t a question, but the older dragon gave a curt nod.
“I was given a task just as you were, only I do not forget my duties for the
sake of an ill thought bond.” His good eye lightened to fiery orange and a hint
of resonance filled his rumbling words as he warned, “Do not forget your
control. The king’s inquisitor is waiting to meet with you. You don’t have time
for any of this. Let her go.”


Tancred tightened his grip on the medallion before he shoved
away from the traitor, the spy. He ran a hand through his hair, combing it away
from his face, before he jabbed a finger at Huon. “You will provide answers as
to everything you have been doing in my territory after the inquisitor is taken
care of, make no mistake.”


Huon very deliberately placed the taimana slipper on the
small table next to the door. “We cannot protect everyone, no matter our
personal desires. Sometimes sacrifice is required, and we are not the ones who
do the choosing.”


It took every scrap of will for him not to shift into a form
better suited for breathing fire and fighting another dragon. Allowing Damaris
to move further and further away from him was . . . torture. He wanted nothing
more than to go directly after her. But, she wouldn’t have wanted him to expose
himself like that. No, he had to get rid of the inquisitor first.


The blight of a man was waiting in the great hall, standing
on the dais as though he were lord of the keep, and not Tancred. The highest of
his noble guests were seated at the table on the dais with the marquise, her
husband, and Sir George standing near the inquisitor. As soon as they saw him
enter with Huon on his heels, they moved to take their own places at the table.


The inquisitor didn’t as he immediately shouted, “Where is
Damaris Desrosiers? I am taking her to Eryri!”


“On what charges would you remove a member of my household?”


“She is a dragon lover and a witch.”


Tancred stepped up onto the dais and stared down at the
shorter man. He forced himself to remain calm and unaffected by the ridiculous
claim. “The senior inquisitor who interviewed her did not share your
suspicions. In fact, she sent a writ of innocence found regarding Damaris
Desrosiers. The matter was merely rumors that had gotten out of hand.”


The man sneered. “You are a liar and should be in custody as
a suspected dragon lover.”


Tancred spread his arms wide. “I speak in defense of a woman
found innocent by one of the king’s senior inquisitors and you dare to accuse
me? Where will it end?”


“You only seek to protect the witch because she enchanted
you into thinking of her as a lover.”


“No, she is my betrothed and the daughter of a respected
merchant.” He paused deliberately and then asked, “Does the family of loyal
servants to the crown truly need to fear an inquisitor?”


“If they are consorting with dragons, yes.”


“Do you see any dragon in this room?” he asked drily.


The inquisitor flushed. “You are to be arrested for your . . . your disrespect to the crown! You dare to mock
me! I will see you stripped of your titles and lands. Your people will be
turned out of these lands and the estate reclaimed by the crown.”


“You have neither cause nor authority to do such a thing,
Master Inquisitor,” Sir George’s voice rang out above the angry mutters of the
watching nobles. “Never have I witnessed such hubris and insolence as you have
displayed here this morning. You would turn our most powerful allies against my
uncle for the sake of your dented pride. The persecution of the Earl of
Silvermere and his betrothed will not be tolerated. Your position among the
inquisitors shall also be reexamined with the utmost scrutiny.”


The man spluttered without a single word forming. Sir George
came around the table and clasped forearms with Tancred. “Please accept my
apologies, Silvermere. I do not know why this man believes he can ignore all
semblance of the court or persecute whomever he chooses, but I assure you that
my uncle will be informed of his misconduct.”


“The king is the one who sent me after the woman!” the
inquisitor protested in a shrill voice. “She’s a witch and a dragon! Anyone who
attempts to protect her is also one of their number! The king sees this, and so
do I! We know what you are trying to hide!”


Sir George gestured and his men rushed to drag the
overwrought inquisitor from the great hall. He sighed, looking older than his
years, as he turned from Tancred to the still murmuring nobles and then turned
back to Tancred with a weary nod. “If I cannot speak for my uncle, then please
accept my own apologies. I will find a way to make the king see what is
happening is not right.”


Damaris might have run away in an attempt to prevent the
inquisitor from coming after him. Or she feared he would do something rash if
she’d stayed and the inquisitor came after her. Tancred slowly nodded even as
he plotted the best way to fly down the mountains and find her. “For all our
sakes, I hope you are successful, Sir George.”


 


* * *


 


Tancred shifted uneasily in his chair, trying to keep his
fire under control as one of the three counts present in the Marquise of
Carabas’ sitting room spoke. “The king’s inquisitor dared to threaten an earl!
The only earl in the north! While witnessed by not only ourselves, but also the
king’s nephew and heir.”


“Yes, Brentwood, we were all present,” the marquise
interrupted, “but what do we intend to do about this escalation?”


Brentwood slammed his fist against his palm as he stated
fiercely, “Stephen must abdicate the throne. The man has gone mad, searching
for dragons, and now he’s killed nobles. The Baron and Baroness Marcell Guise
were only the first and their lands have been seized. Shaddai alone knows what
he intends to do with their daughter.”


“My uncle will not sign away his right to rule,” Sir George
said, his expression grave. “It is not in his nature. Not after how long he
fought to claim the crown and reunite the kingdom.”


“The same kingdom he is tearing apart with his fears?” the
marquise murmured softly. “I do not like this conversation any more than you
do, Sir George. However, the fact remains that Cian Gwenith will not survive
leaving your uncle on the throne. He has isolated the nobles and the common
folk by stopping our trade with other kingdoms and closing the borders. Now,
he’s begun putting people to death for charges that cannot be proven true and
forcing confessions . . . It is only a matter of time before someone decides to
go to war. An abdication would be better.”


“Only if it was handled with the utmost care,” Sir George
responded. He rubbed his chin. “We would require the support of every noble in
Cian Gwenith in order to truly avoid bloodshed.”


“I agree,” she replied simply. “Which is why I believe our
best tactic is for you, Sir George, to approach each noble family individually.
However, in order to show you already have support and are not attempting to
trap them, you should have one of your most powerful allies present at these
meetings as company.”


“I elect Silvermere,” Brentwood stated. He looked to his
fellow counts who all nodded.


Tancred gripped the arms of his chair, not daring to look
back at Huon. He’d kept the other dragon at his side in the fortnight since
Damaris vanished, not quite trusting him not to disappear now he’d been
discovered. “Me?”


“Yes, you are the better known noble among the southerners
and until Carabas came to power, you were the most powerful noble in the land.”
Brentwood glanced at the marquise and then added apologetically, “And you
weren’t appointed to your title by the king we are attempting to force off his
throne.”


The marquise shrugged a shoulder. “It is the truth, and it
is the best choice.”


Tancred bit back a sharp retort and simply inclined his
head. The three counts left soon after, not wishing to know too many details
about Sir George’s plans. Then, Sir George left to prepare his hippogriff.


It was only then that Tancred allowed his head to drop into
his hand. “I am trying to find Damaris, not overthrow a king.”


“Going with him will allow you to search for her in the
south.”


He slammed his hand against the arm of the chair, swearing.
Sir Reed stepped in front of his wife’s chair, raising a hand. “Silvermere, we
are trying to help you.”


“No, you are attempting to manipulate me into going along
with your little coup that I am forbidden from being involved with by my king.”


Reed’s brow furrowed, but then his eyes went wide. “Helena,
get out.”


She rose from her seat and looked around her husband. Her
eyes also widened and she muttered, “Not another one.”


Huon grabbed Tancred by the shoulder, and he realized smoke
was drifting out of his open mouth. No doubt his eyes had changed color as
well. He shoved the other dragon’s hand away and then rubbed his eyes.
“Alastair will vouch for me. I am not like your rogue.”


“Is Damaris also . . .?”


“No. She’s human.” He glanced over his shoulder and waved
toward the glowering Huon. “Huon is like me. He’s sworn by his true name to
protect and safeguard the people of Silvermere.”


“Are there any others?” Helena asked drily though she kept a
firm grip on her husband’s arm . . . and the poker from the fireplace.


Tancred shook his head. “There’s no time for a full
explanation. I was sent by the dragon king to investigate the Five Kingdoms ten
years ago. Circumstances led to me being appointed the old earl’s heir, and my
king forbade me from directly interfering in kingdom politics. It is not my
place as a dragon. However, I will risk my king’s displeasure to help Sir
George. Because it may be the only way I find Damaris again, and I cannot stop
searching for her until I’ve done so.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Twelve


 


Two Months Later . . .


 


“Are you nearly done, Demi?”


Damaris startled out of her thoughts to see Cadi, another
maid, standing over her. She glanced back down at the mending pile and nodded.
“Just finished the last patch.”


“Excellent! Mistress Opal said to send you to her and now I
don’t have to finish your work,” she said cheerfully, her smile bright against
her dusky skin. “Best hurry though, Demi.”


Damaris nodded. The housekeeper was a kind enough woman, but
she could be rather short when she was feeling stressed. And these days,
everyone in Eryri felt stressed. She hurried upstairs to the main floor of the
house and found Mistress Opal with her husband, the steward, and with a young
Kushite woman dressed in fine velvet of the darkest grey. Damaris immediately
offered a curtsey as the three turned at her approach. “Your ladyship, I didn’t
realize I was interrupting.”


“It is perfectly all right, Demi,” the baroness responded
mildly. She offered a smile that almost hid the grief in her eyes. “Opal, I
shall leave the matter in your hands.”


“Yes, your ladyship.” The older woman immediately hurried
over to Damaris. “Go to the market, Demi, and find silver roses to decorate the
baroness’ rooms. Vernon will give you the funds for it.”


She murmured her assent, collected the coins from the
steward, and then slipped from the house. The capital’s streets were far
quieter than they had been when she arrived two months past. More and more
people were afraid to leave their houses . . . or they had been sealed in by
the order of inquisitors.


Damaris couldn’t remember when this had changed. She
couldn’t even remember much of her life in the north other than always being
cold unless she slept by the fire. She couldn’t remember what had happened to
her mother and sister . . . or was it her aunt and cousin? Those details
remained blurry. She’d asked Opal about it since she also served as the
household’s healer and the woman had speculated that she must have struck her
head and injured her memories, which was why the details were so difficult to
recall yet she could remember growing up with her father’s silver roses. And
then there were the dreams . . .


She had such fanciful dreams that she couldn’t even begin to
imagine how she’d come up with them. Dreams of dancing with a handsome if
slightly wild looking man with unruly hair. Though she never saw his face.
She’d even dreamed of wearing a dress of silver fine enough for any noblewoman.
Her, a maid!


Forcing her thoughts away from the impossible, she quickened
her pace as she entered the market square. There was only one merchant still in
the city that sold silver roses. The old woman looked up as Damaris approached.
“Remembering things?”


She smiled at the odd question. “I remember how to select
the best blooms to please my mistress.” She selected five of the best and
fullest roses and then counted out the cost. “Thank you, Eve.”


The old woman harrumphed. “I wouldn’t be thanking strangers
if I were you, Demi girl.”


A shout rang out, and Damaris instinctively pressed herself
closer to the merchant’s rose cart. Royal guards with their black tabards
embroidered with three silver roses rushed into the market. They came toward
the rose cart and then swung around to surround a cloth merchant’s cart. A
girl’s terrified cry filled the air before the guards reassembled, dragging a
girl who could not be more than sixteen by her arms. There was a ripping sound
as one of them trod on the train of her silk gown.


“Count Erstford’s youngest
daughter,” Eve murmured. “Why would they take her?”


Damaris didn’t dare answer. She waited only long enough for
the soldiers to vanish up the road toward the palace before she hurried home.
The other servants listened with dread to her story and then one of the kitchen
maids turned to Opal and Vernon, her face drained of all color. “What will they
do to her?”


“Surely they must release her,” one of the undercooks
offered. “Her father is a friend of the king. The inquisitors made a mistake.”


No one replied.


Three days passed without incident, then Damaris heard a
sharp cry from the baroness’ sitting room as she carried up a tray for tea. She
peeked inside to see the baroness shakily lowering herself into a chair. Her
personal maid stood by her side, wringing her hands. Though older, she looked
the far more distraught of the two as she spoke. “I am sorry, m’lady, but Jacques is insistent we leave before the city
is closed. I know she was a friend to you, and I wish I had better tidings.”


The baroness slowly closed her eyes. “I cannot believe they
had her executed. She was barely turned seventeen. Why? Why did the king order
this, Ana?”


“She confessed to being a dragon lover.”


“Confessed?”


Ana looked ashen beneath her dark complexion as she
responded softly, “The inquisitors tortured her until she admitted it. M’lady? My papers . . .”


The baroness nodded. “Yes. Go to Vernon, he has them and a
letter of recommendation for you both. Shaddai bless you both and allow you to
reach Belfarad safely.”


Ana bobbed a curtsey. “Thank you, m’lday.”
She barely glanced at Damaris before hurrying out of the room.


“Demi?”


Damaris offered the baroness a cup of tea. “I am sorry for
the death of your friend, m’lady.”


The woman nodded slowly as she accepted the tea. “Thank you,
Demi.” When Damaris moved to leave, however, she called out, “Wait. Please sit
with me for a while.”


“Of course.”


Moments passed in silence before Damaris couldn’t help but
ask a question. “Why do you stay?”


The baroness smiled joylessly. “I am Mary Guise. I live by
the king’s goodwill, and he has forbidden me from leaving Eryri. As much as I
miss my parents and grieve them in private, I do not wish to join them in death
just yet.” She hesitated a moment and then asked, “Where is your family, Demi?
Is there some place for you to go that is away from this madness?”


She shook her head in response. “No. I have nowhere to go
and my family . . . is long gone. There’s no one who would look for my return
anymore.”


The older girl’s eyes softened, and she reached out to grasp
Damaris by the hand. “Perhaps, we could make our own family. Would you be my
lady’s maid since Ana is leaving?”


“There are other maids who’ve been here longer, m’lady. I wouldn’t wish to upset them.”


“Most of the servants who have somewhere to go have been
granted their release papers and letters of recommendation,” the baroness
murmured. “I do not blame them. I would leave if I were able. Please, will you
be my lady’s maid? I should like to have a friend in all this.”


“Of course, m’lady. It would be my
honor.”


The older girl smiled. “Thank you, Demi. Though, I insist
you call me Mary when we don’t have company.”


Damaris returned the smile as Mary squeezed her hands. If
nothing else, they would not be quite so alone.


 


* * *


 


She was dancing with the stranger again, trying to see
his face through the shadows. She never succeeded no matter how she tried. He
remained elusive though she could hear him chuckle at times. The impression of
handsomeness remained and of something wild in his manner.


“Demi.”


The stranger faded into the shadows of her mind as she
blinked away sleep. “Mary?”


The baroness knelt beside her cot, a candle casting its
flickering light across her face. “There are two men downstairs who’ve come to
see me. Sir George and an earl. They are refusing to leave without a meeting. I
need you to come with me.”


Damaris pushed aside her blanket as she sat up. “Of course.”


She donned a simple green kirtle over her chemise and helped
Mary into a dark blue robe, the more elaborate bliauts and kirtles eschewed for
the late hour. Mary murmuring under her breath that she wished to share her
inconvenience without a single word passing her lips.


It seemed to have the desired effect as a tall, broad
shouldered man with golden hair and clean shaven cheeks immediately bowed upon
their entrance into the baroness’ sitting room. “Forgive me, Baroness Guise,
for disturbing your rest. I hope you will show mercy on your servant after
you’ve heard why I and my companion came tonight.”


Mary bowed her head regally. “I am certain you must have a
purpose, Sir George, to come so late in the night. Please introduce your
companion and let us hear what it is.” Catching his wary look toward Damaris,
she added quietly, “Demi is the soul of discretion and I will leave if she
does.”


Sir George bowed his head again and then motioned to his
companion who was cloaked in white. The man lowered his hood, revealing
piercing dark eyes and dark wavy hair pulled back from his face. He was almost
as tall as Sir George, but not nearly so broad. “This is Tancred, Earl of
Silvermere, representative for the northern nobles.”


“What reason brought you here, George?” Mary asked quietly,
“That you have the Earl of Silvermere with you and you act as though we never
knew each other?”


Broad shoulders slumped and Sir George’s head lowered. “I’m
sorry, Mary. I never thought your parents would be in any danger, not with the
history of friendship between our families. I was relieved to hear you were
still alive and not locked in one of the towers.”


Damaris touched Mary’s arm, both to support her and to
remind her that she was not alone. The earl’s dark gaze weighed on her, yet she
did her best to ignore him. She’d served in his household as a cinder maid,
yes. Nevertheless, there was no reason for him to stare so. She didn’t think he
would even remember her as one of the many servants of Silvermere.


“An old friend would not visit under the cover of
nightfall,” Mary murmured. “Why are you here in truth?”


“The nobles are assembling with the purpose of removing my,
of removing King Stephen from the throne. A peaceful abdication with his heir
ready to assume the throne. However, this plan will only work if we have the
support of every noble house . . . including yours.”


“You wish to take the throne from your uncle.” Mary shook
her head. “He will execute everyone when he discovers your plot.”


Sir George raised a hand. “He’s not going to discover us.
And, you must know that I do not come to this decision lightly or happily. I
never wished to be king. However, I cannot stand by and turn a blind eye to the
danger my uncle represents to our own kingdom. He sees dragons and treachery in
every corner. He’s turned against his oldest friends and cut off our kingdom
from the rest of the Five, including Belfarad. He gave the order three days
past that anyone approaching the borders will be apprehended and executed for
treason. Mary, I failed you once. I do not wish to fail you or our people a
second time.”


Damaris looked from her mistress to the earl. He was still
staring at her, brow furrowed as if she were some unknown creature. His gaze
turned to the baroness, and she felt oddly bereft. Then, he spoke. “Baroness
Guise, we have approached nobles in the north and a number of them in the south
though you are the first of the nobles being held in Eryri. All we have spoken
with are of a similar mindset. To save the kingdom and the people, the rot must
be cut from the throne of Cian Gwenith. I believe this is the only option to
avoid another civil war.”


Mary nodded slowly. She grasped Damaris’ hand in a tight
squeeze, distracting her from her shock at knowing the baritone from her
dreams, though her voice remained calm. “This decision is not one that can be
entered lightly. I cannot ignore the fact that I am watched more closely than
others by the king. He has already struck against my family or else you would
be speaking with my father.” She drew a deep breath, nails digging into
Damaris’ skin, before she added, “I ask you to give me time to consider what I must
do. Please come here tomorrow and partake in the evening meal with me. I shall
give you my answer then.”


Sir George offered a bow while the earl merely flipped up
his hood. Damaris could hardly bear to look at him now, her cheeks burning with
dismayed realization. She’d been dreaming of the Earl of Silvermere. How could
she have been so . . . so foolish? Pining after a nobleman and worse he was a
nobleman who was so far above a cinder maid the idea of him actually paying her
any heed was . . . laughable. Oh Shaddai, she hoped he never learned she’d once
been among his servants. Her memories of her time in Silvermere were scattered
amongst the fog to the point that she could only pray she’d never done or said
anything to horribly embarrass herself.


 


* * *


 


Tancred didn’t bother to hide his scowl as he read the
missive from Huon. The last trade wagon had been found stuck in one of the
border towns with Belfarad. There had been no sign of Damaris.


Balling up the parchment, he tossed it into the fireplace. Watching
it burn only made his own throat ache with the need to breathe his own fire.
The closest he had come to finding Damaris had been discovering the other
taimana slipper traded to a baker in Mirab who had
taken pity on the woman in need of food and water. Then, she had vanished once
more and the trail had gone cold.


He’d started searching for her in the faces of every Kushite
maid he saw in the noble households and in the villages and towns they passed
through to gather allies. She was never there. And, it burned at him. Huon had
revealed that she’d been upset over an emerald woman the night of the feast.
Yet, they hadn’t had any guests who appeared in emerald gowns or even wore
emeralds. It didn’t make sense.


Neither did her disappearance. No, he was certain that
something else or someone else had been involved in Damaris vanishing. He’d
even questioned Huon for hours to find out what he knew. Very little, beyond
the odd comment about an emerald woman.


Tancred ran a hand over his face, swallowing smoke. He
couldn’t lose control. Not now and certainly not here. The handmaid to the
baroness had distracted him for hours, yet her scent wasn’t Damaris’ and she
didn’t truly look like her. Her eyes weren’t dark brown but a light green and
her skin had been a few shades lighter, closer to tan than to brown.


The fear that Damaris had been caught by the inquisitors and
was being held by them in either the palace or one of the towers scattered
throughout the hills for political prisoners threatened to choke him. He had to
keep looking for her. She had to be alive somewhere. He just needed to find
her.


After taking the time to calm himself once more, and ensure
any hints that he was not human had vanished, Tancred joined Sir George in
leaving the inn where they were staying. The king was too unpredictable and
quicksilver in nature to make either of them comfortable staying in the palace.
Even so, Tancred noted the spy following them at a distance.


He murmured a warning to Sir George who gave a quick nod.
“My uncle was . . . not himself when I went to see him today. He was talking
about the need for heirs and strong marriages.” He paused and added in an even
quieter tone, “He married my aunt for love, but now claims she was forced on
him to make an alliance between their families.”


“Rewriting the past usually bodes ill for those who
participated in it,” Tancred said softly. He glanced in the polished silver of
a mirror. “Our friend is falling further behind.”


“Let us keep our appointment then,” the knight stated. “I
told my uncle I intended to visit Mary since I had not seen her in recent
years, and he agreed I should do so. Perhaps, he’s merely attempting to confirm
my story.”


“Then, he should consider it confirmed.” He nodded to the
baroness’ house in front of them. “She’s waiting for you.”


“For us.”


“The lady only had eyes for you, George. She’s waiting for
you, trust me.”


Despite his own reservations and the impossibility of it,
Tancred found himself feeling disappointed that the baroness’ handmaid was not
present during the dinner. The meal was wholesome, but far poorer in choices
than meals in most noble households, especially in the cities. Small game hens,
a medley of vegetables, and brown bread. She provided them with tea instead of
wine.


In the early evening with the sunlight still streaming
through the windows it was easier to see the places where tapestries and
painting had once hung, but they had been removed. And, fewer servants were
seen with the housekeeper herself bringing in dishes for the meal. After the
housekeeper bustled out for the final time, the baroness lowered her tea in
order to study first Sir George and then Tancred himself. “My father used to
say that the Earl of Silvermere never involved himself in politics. He also
used to say that should Silvermere ever be stirred into coming down from his
mountain, we should all listen to what he had come to tell us.”


Tancred bowed his head slightly. “I am honored. But, I have
already spoke my piece on this matter.”


The baroness nodded. “Yes, and I have listened.” She licked
her lips and then raised her chin as she stated quietly but steadily, “I will
stand with you, George.”


 


* * *


 












Chapter Thirteen


 


“How do you know Sir George? He is a little older than
you, yes?”


There was a telltale darkening of the baroness’ cheeks as
she turned for Damaris to fasten her laces. “I . . . We used to play together.
He was always a kind boy and then when I saw him as a young man, he was always
courteous. He . . .”


“You fell in love, didn’t you?” she asked knowingly.


Mary nodded. “Yes. Well, I did. George . . . He was quite
taken with the Marquise of Carabas before she married. She was brave and
different from the ladies of the court. And, I was . . . a shadow.”


“He sees you now.”


“I’d stopped writing him. And, then . . . He acted as though
he were the one at fault, the sweet man.” The baroness smiled more to herself
than at Damaris. “Demi, he’s so kind. And, earnest and sincere.”


“You only spent the entire evening talking two days ago, and
he came to see you again yesterday afternoon.” Damaris finished tying the laces
of her russet bliaut then added, “At this rate, he will come and see you for
breakfast.” She laughed softly. “And, you’ll have a proposal by sunset.”


“Demi! That would be far too soon.”


Damaris clicked her tongue. “I believe you should seize
happiness when it finds you because it might be gone in the morning. Let the
man propose, no matter how soon it is, if he makes you feel happier than you’ve
ever been.”


“You sound as though you’re speaking from experience, Demi.”


She frowned as she reached for her memories. The words she’d
just spoken had felt so . . . familiar. Yet . . .


A scream was startled out of Mary while Damaris’ throat
closed fast as the bedchamber door was broken open. Men in black tabards
charged inside. Damaris wrapped an arm around Mary to steady her. The older
girl had turned ashen and her voice shook as she demanded, “What are you doing?
How dare you break into my home and my bedchamber?”


The leader of the squad of royal guards never so much as
acknowledged her. Instead, he pronounced, “Baroness Mary Guise, your presence
is required at the palace. King Stephen commands it.”


Mary stepped forward though she clutched Damaris’ hand. “I
have not finished my morning ablutions. I wish to appear my best when summoned
before his majesty. Please allow me a half hour, and then I will go with you.”


The commander shook his head. “The king commands you to come
before him now, without delay.”


Two of his men stepped forward and seized the baroness by
her arms. She didn’t scream again. Instead, she merely raised her chin as she
released Damaris’ hand and somehow managed to look regal even with her escort.
The guards pulled her from the room almost as swiftly as they had entered.


Damaris didn’t hesitate. She ran after them, following a few
steps behind the last set of guards and trying to keep Mary in sight. The only
sound of distress from her mistress came when they swept downstairs to find
Opal sitting on the floor with Vernon’s head in her lap, and her apron pressed
against his head with a growing patch of red. Damaris’ steps slowed, but Opal
jerked her chin toward the retreating guards and she quickened her pace once
more to keep up.


They marched through the winding streets of the capital and
then up to the palace. Once inside, they walked down three different corridors
before royal guards barred her way with their spears. “You cannot go that way.
It is the king’s private wing.”


Damaris stopped and watched, praying they would let Mary go.
Instead, she was taken around another corner and out of sight. When the guards
threatened to summon an inquisitor, she forced herself to hurry back the way
she had come. She needed to find Sir George. He would be able to do something
to help.


She ran into the gardens only to smack into a man. She
looked up into dark eyes and a lean face framed by unruly hair. She abruptly
realized she was clinging to his tunic and took a step back, cheeks warming.
“My lord. Do you know where I may find Sir George?”


“Why?”


“My mistress has been taken to the king’s private wing. I
was not permitted to accompany her.” Damaris took a breath to steady herself
and then continued, “I fear the king means nothing good toward her. His men
injured her steward when they broke into the house.”


“Stay here. I will find Sir George.”


She nodded and sank onto a bench by the roses as she watched
the earl stride away. Reaching up to touch the chain of her necklace, she could
only pray the men wouldn’t be too late.


 


* * *


 


The earl still hadn’t returned by the time the sun rose
to high noon. Nor had she seen a hint of Sir George’s golden head. She stood
and paced the gardens, hoping to find someone who could tell her what was
happening.


“Demi girl.”


She stopped in her tracks and whirled in a circle until she
spied a cloaked figure peeking at her from around the corner of the hedge maze.
“Eve?”


The figure nodded. “I know where they’re keeping your
mistress and how to smuggle her out of that madman’s hands.”


Damaris drew closer to the woman and lowered her voice to a
whisper as she asked, “How?”


“I’ve my ways. Come on, put these on.” She tossed a long
hooded silver cloak and two fine gloves to her. “They have her walking with a
keeper in a different section of the garden. You switch places with her, and I
shall get her out of the palace grounds.”


She didn’t hesitate to obey. Once she settled the cloak
around her, hiding her simple kirtle, Eve darted down one of the side paths.
She moved swiftly for a woman old enough to have white hair, although Damaris
was glad for it.


They slowed twice to avoid guards. The second time she had
been certain they would be discovered only for the guards to turn down a
different path just before reaching them. The third time they stopped, Damaris
nearly called out in relief when she saw Mary garbed in the same cloak and
gloves. Her keeper was an older woman garbed in the black robes slashed with
silver of the inquisitors. The inquisitor turned and sat down on a bench,
dabbing at her brow with a handkerchief, and failing to notice that Mary had
drawn even with the next path. Or that she stepped inside.


Damaris lowered her hood just enough to let Mary see her.
The older girl wrapped her in a fierce embrace before she reluctantly stepped
back. “Demi, are you certain?”


She nodded. “It’s better this way. Go with Eve, she can be
trusted.”


“You are too free with those words, Demi girl,” the woman
murmured. “Although, you’re right this time.”


“Baroness!” came the sharp bark.


Damaris pulled her hood up and quickly walked into the
inquisitor’s line of sight. The woman sniffed and fussed over her wandering.
She made her walk for another hour before she nodded to the palace. “It is
time. Do not forget. There is only one answer you may give and keep your
servants’ necks safe from the sword.”


She didn’t say a word, merely bowed her head. Fortunately,
it seemed to be enough for the inquisitor. The woman led her into the palace,
but not toward the king’s private wing. This time they walked into a throne
room filled with nobles and soldiers. King Stephen stood on the dais. He was of
the same height as his nephew, but he looked almost frail. His hair was
thinning and almost completely grey with a few patches of light brown attesting
to its original color. His face was haggard beneath the circlet of gold set
with a myriad of precious stones. For a man who had ruled just under seven
years, he looked as though taking and sitting on the throne had aged him
decades beyond his three and fifty years.


There was a smaller empty throne to the left of the king’s
throne, but his queen didn’t stand beside him. No one did . . . until the
inquisitor prodded her up onto the dais. Damaris peeked out over the throne
room as King Stephen raised both hands. “My lords and ladies, I have gathered
you today to announce that I am to take a wife, a queen who will provide me
with a true heir of my bloodline. Baroness Mary Guise is to be my queen.”


“And what of Annise, your current queen and lawful wife,”
Sir George’s voice rang out in challenge as the murmuring crowd parted before
him. “Do not pretend you can take two queens, Uncle.”


King Stephen’s bloodshot blue eyes narrowed as he spat, “I
pretend nothing, boy. Annise was a liar and deceiver. I will divorce myself
from her today because she failed to provide me with a true heir.”


“Your son—”


“Was not mine! Or he would not have died before he saw
seventeen years of life! She lied about the boy’s parentage! She is a dragon
lover, and she will be justly punished.” King Stephen waved a trembling hand
toward Damaris and shouted, “Baroness Mary Guise is young and healthy. She is
no friend to dragons, and she will provide me a son to inherit!”


He leaned over and grabbed Damaris by the arm pulling her
forward as he continued shouting, “You, my nephew, will go to the tower for
your treachery!”


“Uncle, you have reneged and forsaken every oath you took
when you claimed the crown seven years ago,” Sir George countered. He didn’t
shout, but his voice carried throughout the room as the crowd fell silent. “You
have persecuted innocents, executing them and dividing families for no reason
save your own fears. You have pushed your inquisitors into torturing false
confession out of innocents. You have closed our borders and broken our trade
agreements with our sister kingdoms. Now you would falsely accuse your queen,
the mother of your son, and execute her in order to force the daughter of the
very friends you had imprisoned and executed on false charges to marry you. I
will not stand by any longer. King Stephen, your reign is ended and you will
abdicate the throne.”


“No!” Stephen yanked down her hood as he shouted, “Bow
before your queen, Mary Guise!”


“That is not the baroness!” a voice shouted from the crowd.


“No, it is her handmaid,” Sir George confirmed. “Uncle,
look.”


But the king was already staring at her in horror, one
eyelid twitching rapidly. “No. No, I chose Mary Guise. I killed her father to
have her! Where is she?”


He lunged for her only to stumble over his own feet and fall
to his hands and knees. He screamed like a man in torment then fell to his
side, foaming at the mouth.


Sir George shouted for a healer, and the guards help
restrain his uncle as Damaris scrambled further away toward the edge of the
dais. The older man kicked and flailed until finally he went limp though he
still breathed. Sir George spoke with the healer in a low whisper and then rose
to his feet. “My uncle has had an apoplectic fit. He will not be hale for some
time, if ever.”


Damaris stumbled off the dais as a baritone filled the room
from directly behind her, “Long live King George.”


She bumped into a solid mass and then looked up into the
Earl of Silvermere’s eyes as his hands came up to steady her. The rest of the
nobles took up the call, shouting. The earl’s brow furrowed, and his gaze
dropped to her neck. She realized her pendant was hanging out of her gown, most
likely due to her struggle to get away from the mad former king. Then he spoke
again, his voice only loud enough to reach her ears, as he asked, “Damaris? Is
it . . . you?”


“I have to find my mistress,” she mumbled before pulling
free of his lax grip and ducking into the crowd. How could he know her proper
name?


 


* * *


 


Tancred pushed his way through the celebrating crowd. He
had found her . . . or at least a clue. The baroness’ handmaid still looked
nothing like his Damaris save sharing some Kushite blood, yet she’d had the
glass orb with the silver filigree rose around her neck . . . that he had never
found in his search for Damaris.


He made it to the gardens only to be forced to stop when a
cloaked figure stepped in front of him. He clenched his fists and barely kept
from breathing smoke as he snapped, “Move!”


“I’m disappointed, Tancred.”


He stiffened at the voice he hadn’t heard in over ten years.
Then, he bowed his head. “My king,” he said softly. “Why would you risk coming
here?”


The dragon king huffed, “I received two very concerned
letters from Alastair and someone in your keep about your behavior over the
last two months. What happened to your companion?”


“I do not know. Yet. She came this way.”


The dragon king was silent for a long moment, his expression
shadowed by his hood, and then he nodded. “The girl who was cursed. I wondered
why I could see a working on her. She went that way.”


Tancred immediately started running. He looked over only
once in surprise to find the dragon king keeping pace with him. Yet, he didn’t
spare the precious moments to try to argue against it.


They reached the far corner of the garden just as a voice
cried, “Demi!”


Increasing his pace, Tancred rounded a flowering bush. His
steps slowed when he saw Demi, or was it Damaris. “Damaris!”


The women turned to look at him. The baroness bobbed a
curtsey. “My lord Silvermere. What has happened?”


“Sir George is being declared king.” He paused, realizing
what he smelled, and then continued casually, “You should go and present
yourself. I’m sure it will ease his mind as well as those of the court to see
you are indeed alive and hale.”


“Yes, of course.”


She started to turn to Damaris, but he raised his hand. “I
have some questions for your maid. It is better to hear the answers now while
they are fresh in her mind.”


The baroness looked at him quizzically for a moment before
she nodded. “Yes, of course. Demi, come and find me later.”


As soon as the baroness had retreated out of range of human
hearing, Tancred grasped Damaris by the hand and pulled her away from the
second woman who had kept her hood up. Damaris struggled against his hold to no
avail. He shushed her. “Be still, Damaris. Trust me.”


“I do not know you! Eve! Find someone to help! Please!”


“She is not your friend, Damaris,” Tancred hissed. “She is a
dragoness.”


“And she has been working magic throughout these gardens,”
the dragon king stated quietly. “Now, I am curious as to the reason behind your
different workings. Protection, hiding, and diverting of attention. They
surrounded both of the women. Yet, this Damaris is the only one you’ve cursed.
Tell me why.”


The cloaked dragoness reached up with gloved hands and
dropped her hood, exposing her face. Emerald eyes flashed with defiance. “I
told you, Demi, not to thank strangers or to trust so easily.”


“Why did you treat them differently?” the dragon king’s cool
command floated on the air. His magic as king compelling and demanding
obedience.


The dragoness flinched before she shook her head. “I am
barely a part of your court anymore, o king of dragons. You cannot compel me to
do what I do not wish. However, I cursed this woman because of the fool holding
her. He has broken all faith with his own people, with you, because he decided
he wanted to make a human his mate. A human! After everything they have done to
us, all the lives they murdered and destroyed, and this young fool wants to
make one of them a part of your court. And, you would allow it?”


“I had not decided. Tell me your name.”


The dragoness’ lips curved into a humorless smile. “You do
not remember me. Why am I not surprised?  I am Yvette, the eldest and only
surviving daughter of Yvonne and Pyrrhus.” She tossed her black hair defiantly
as she added, “And, I shall answer nothing more of your questions unless you
banish Tancred and order the execution of the human. She knows far too much
about us to be allowed to live.”


Tancred’s grip tightened around Damaris’ shoulders as he
pulled her closer. “My king. Have her remove the curse, and you will see that
Damaris is of far greater fidelity and wisdom than that displayed by the
dragoness Yvette today.”


The dragon king’s hood was turned toward the dragoness and
the sense of magic filled the air. “How many curses have you placed in the Five
Kingdoms, Yvette daughter of Yvonne and Pyrrhus?”


Sweat beaded her upper lip. Her body trembled beneath the
weight of his magic. Nevertheless, she remained defiant. “You do not deserve to
know. You are not my true king.”


The dragon king growled a single word in draconic and she
dropped to her knees, dark hair spilling forward like a waterfall to brush
against the ground. Then, the dragon king approached them. He touched Damaris’
forehead. Her wide eyes went vacant as he murmured, “Where are the shoes?”


Tancred reached under his cloak and pulled the shoulder pack
out. He’d meant to leave it in his chamber at the inn, but had brought it with
him instead. Thank Shaddai. He dug out the slippers and then slipped them onto
Damaris’ bare feet.


His king murmured softly in draconic, too low for anyone to
hear, before he pulled his hand away. “I cannot break it. My gift isn’t strong
enough to counter a curse laid with so much . . . emotion. However, the taimana
will help. Give me a moment more.”


He stepped closer, cupping Damaris’ face in his hands and
leaning in close until the edges of his hood obscured her face from sight.
Tancred watched even as he kept an ear out for anyone approaching. If they were
caught now, there would be no hiding the magic being worked. All he could hear
in the distance, however, was the shouts of the people spreading the news about
King George.


Tancred turned his attention back to the dragoness kneeling
on the ground, and he stepped closer to her. “It was not your right to
interfere with us.”


Yvette lifted her head, a wry smile curving her lips. “You didn’t
live through the dragon wars. You don’t know how cruel these humans can be or
what loss is, not truly. Dragons should never mingle with humans again. Not by
sharing the land and most certainly not by marriage.”


“You would put yourself as judge over an entire race? As
though you were Shaddai?”


“Shaddai didn’t hear my prayers,” she hissed. “So, I
answered them myself. Just as I answered my own pleas when your king failed to
do so.”


“Silence,” came the king’s low command. “You will not speak
save to answer my questions until I bring you before the court for judgement.
Yvette, daughter of Yvonne and Pyrrhus, will you release the curse you have
placed on Damaris Desrosiers, betrothed mate of Tancred?”


“No. I completed the curse properly. There is a condition
for breaking it.”


“What is that condition?”


Yvette’s emerald gaze sparkled with ire as she glanced up at
him. “You, Tancred, must renounce your love for this woman and then her
memories will be restored.”


“I will never do so,” he breathed. “Not even if she cannot
remember me or what passed between us for the rest of our days. I will fight to
win her heart again, instead.”


“I remember enough, Tancred.”


He spun to see Damaris, his Damaris, watching him with only
a hint of confusion. Her appearance had been restored. He strode toward her and
then stopped short as he looked to his king. “Her memories?”


“The shoes ease the severity of the curse, though they
cannot fully negate its effect on her.” The dragon king gestured to them. “Join
hands, and I shall finish settling this matter. Since a dragon wrongly
separated you, it is only right that a dragon reunite you.”


“You want to marry us?” Damaris asked, brow furrowing.


Tancred stepped closer to her even though he forced himself
to keep his hands at his sides. “Only if that is your wish. How much you
remember is . . .”


“Enough.” She offered a slight smile. “A little confusing
and hazy at times, but I remember you gave me roses. And, I told you I wanted
to seize the time we had because we cannot guarantee tomorrow. There are pieces
I don’t remember. Meeting Eve, Yvette, the first time. Or the shoes. But what I
remember, I want to keep and what I remember is you. I want to fly with you,
Tancred.”


He grabbed her hands, bringing them to his lips, as he
murmured, “I promise I will fly with you wherever you wish to be carried. And,
I will protect and love you forever, my treasure. I will be your memory
whenever you need it. But, I will also make new memories with you. Enough to
fill those empty places to overflowing with new happiness and new arguments and
an ever growing love. I only need you to let me stand by your side.”


“Well, those will suffice for the vows,” the king
interjected. “As king of the dragons, I pronounce Tancred has taken vows with
his mate, Damaris. May your hoard grow, your clan prosper, and Shaddai fill
your wings and your hearts with joy.”


Damaris grabbed Tancred by the tunic and tugged him close.
Their kiss seared his bones. When it ended, she breathed, “You took too long.”


He chuckled and pressed another kiss against her lips. “I
apologize.” Recalling his audience, he turned to the king. “What will you do
with her?”


“The dragoness, Yvette, will return to the Burnt Lands with
me.” A touch of censure entered the dragon king’s voice as he continued, “I will
discover exactly who else her curses have touched and then . . . She will face
the consequences. As for you, return with your mate to Silvermere. Continue on
as you have been. I will send you further instructions on the matter of Huon
after I have dealt with Yvette.”


Tancred inclined his head. “Yes, my king.”


“Now go, and keep the other king from seeing us leave.”


Tightening his grip around Damaris’ shoulders, he gladly
guided her away from the dragoness who had caused so much damage. She waited
until they had put some distance behind them before she whispered, “What did he
mean by the matter of Huon?”


“Huon is a dragon also. And, a spy who kept informing the
king about our relationship and then where to find me it seems. Although, I
might blame Alastair as well. He did not appreciate the fact that I revealed
myself to Helena and Reed.”


“Did I know any of this?”


“No.”


She nodded slowly. “That is actually somewhat reassuring.”


“We still need to deal with George. He is going to have
questions.”


“Distract him with Mary.” At his quizzical look, she
laughed. “Trust me. They’re already in love. They just need some encouragement
to act on it.”


“A royal wedding would be a good distraction from our own
union.”


“And from the fact that Demi has disappeared since I
apparently looked different.”


Tancred chuckled. “Very different, and I much prefer you in
your original form and beauty.”


She wrapped her arms around him, making him miss a step,
then brushed another kiss against his cheek. “I may not remember everything,
Tancred, but I know I love you.”


He stopped and tugged her close. “Know I love you, Damaris.”
He leaned in close and then breathed in her ear. “Never take those shoes off
again. Do you understand me?”


She pulled away, laughing. “I suppose you warned me and
something happened. All right, I promise. I will wear these absurd yet
comfortable slippers for every waking moment of every day for at least two
years.”


“Good.”


“Tancred? I want more silver roses.”


He grinned. “As many as your heart desires, my beloved
treasure.”


 


* * *


 












Note from the
Author


 


This story is one of my most challenging yet satisfying
books I’ve written to date. Even though Tancred and Damaris didn’t make it easy
for me to figure out their journey at first, I loved revisiting the other
southern kingdom of the Five. Dragon’s
Maid, like the rest of the series, can stand on its own when reading yet it
is also a bit of a sequel to Cat’s Gambit.
Something I absolutely loved because I was able to bring back some of my
favorite characters, Helena and Reed, and dear Sir George finally got a girl
who isn’t already taken.


One of my favorite things about this series of fairytale
retellings is I get to find ways to turn the story around and play with the
what ifs. For Cinderella, I really
wanted to make her relationship with Tancred strong enough to endure their
trials but still a little fast and impulsive like in the original. Damaris and
Tancred ended up being this young, practical, yet very much impulsive couple,
which was fun to write.


My heartfelt thanks to everyone who has helped and
encouraged me. I would not have been able to complete this story without you.
Special thanks goes out to you, the readers, who have taken the time to join
Damaris and Tancred on this adventure into the world of Sonera.
I hope you have enjoyed it!


Love’s Enchanted Tales
features retellings of classic fairytales and myths in an interconnected series
of stand-alone books, which is why you will see cameos by other characters. As
mentioned above, Helena, Reed, and Sir George are from Cat’s Gambit, which is also where we first met Tancred and King
Stephen. Yvette will be featured in the final entry of Love’s Enchanted Tales, Dragon’s Bane, which will release later
this year. The dragon king will also appear in his own story in the spinoff
series, Love’s Further Enchanted Tales,
which is set to premiere in 2020. And I have the perfect fairytale in mind for
him.


My favorite author-related meme on Facebook would have to be
the one that says, “Feed an author! Write a review!” Reviews can be an author’s
lifeline. I love hearing what readers think about my stories, my characters,
and anything else you care to mention. It doesn’t have to be a long, detailed
review. Just a few lines about the book will do. If you enjoyed Dragon’s Maid, please consider taking
the time to leave a review on Amazon and/or Goodreads.


If you would like to connect with me and be the first to
learn about book updates, sales, and behind the scenes peeks, sign up for my newsletter and/or join my readers group
on Facebook, Readers
of Kimberly A. Rogers!


 


Thank you!


 


Until our next meeting,


 


Kimberly A. Rogers












Love’s Enchanted
Tales


 


 


Romantic
fantasy retellings of classic fairytales.


 







Cat’s Gambit


 


 


Trusting a talking cat was perhaps the most ridiculous thing
she’d ever heard of . . .


Helena Sheppard always prided herself on keeping a level
head. But when she gives up the flock of sheep meant to be her dowry to
preserve her younger sister’s happiness, she accepts a cat to appease her
family despite the impracticality. When the cat starts talking and insisting on
an adventure, Helena finds her path taking rather unexpected turns.


Cursed by a dragoness nearly a century ago, Reed hasn’t
spoken to a human in nearly as long. When Helena proves herself worthy, he
grows determined to see the former shepherdess properly rewarded even if it
means leading her to Carabas and encouraging her to accept the attentions of a
nice knight. 


But when they discover a dragon in Carabas, what will it
cost to save the people and the kingdom?


 


A fantasy
retelling of the classic fairytale, Puss in Boots


 


 


Available Now on Kindle











Dragon’s Bane


 


 


Redeeming a
dragoness is no easy task . . .


 


Yvette has spent over a century avenging her family’s deaths
in the dragon wars through curses. Yet when the dragon king punishes her with a
curse of her own, she is horrified to find herself trapped in her human form.
Cut off from her magic, she is vulnerable and alone until she is rescued by a
strange man.


Valerian, brother to the dragon king, believes himself
unworthy to return to his former role as general. The dragon wars and further
division of the dragons in the aftermath have shaken him. However, he cannot
refuse when his brother calls on his help in investigating the state of the
human kingdoms. Taking Yvette under his protection as he does so brings
complications when he finds himself drawn to the woman. Traveling through the
kingdoms leads to stronger feelings and complications as they discover rogue
dragons continue plaguing humans.


When Yvette’s past comes to light, however, it will take
both dragons to turn her bane into redemption.


 


A fantasy retelling
of the classic fairytale, The Frog Prince


 


Coming Late 2019


 












You May Also Like…


 


 


Can’t get enough fairytale romances? Need more dragons?
Adventure?


Check out some of my favorite fairytale and fantasy
romances!


 


The Firethorn
Chronicles by Lea Doué
— A fairytale romance series with dragons, magic, and opening with one of my
favorite retellings of The Twelve Dancing Princesses, The Firethorn Crown. 


 


Fairytales of Folkshore series by Lucy
Tempest — This fairytale romance series of interconnected tales
breathes fresh life into old favorites beginning with a gender-swapped Aladdin
that is perfect for fans of the new live action movie and one of the best
retellings I’ve read, Thief of Cahraman.


 


Seventh Born by Rachel Rossano
— In a world where seventh born sons are hailed for their power as talent
wielders, she is a daughter with impossible power. When she meets the strongest
seventh born in the land, their paths twine and soon they must each decide what
will they risk for their land and their God. The first in an epic fantasy
romance trilogy.
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The Rogue Spotter
Universe


The Therian Way Novellas Series


Tiger’s Shadow


Tiger’s Paw


The Therian Way Series


Book One –
Leopard’s Heart


Book Two – Wolf’s
Path


Book Three –
Tiger’s Strength


Book Four –
Leopard’s Test (Coming 2019)


Book Five –
Panther’s Trap (Coming 2020)


Book Six – Tiger’s
Betrayal (Coming 2020)


Book Seven –
Leopard’s Mercy (Coming 2020)


Rogue Spotter Series


Threats by Numbers


Flight by Numbers


Trials by Numbers


Hunt by Numbers
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