
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


BY KIMBERLY SUE IVERSON

Dark Moon Dynasty Universe world

Dark Illusions Series

Dark Illusions: The Beginning – Extended Edition

Dark Illusions: The Next Chapter – Extended Edition

Dark Illusions: The Final Chapter – Extended Edition

Enchanting The Moon Series

Don’t Go Far

Witness to the Moon

Claiming the Enchantress

Dynasty Of Moirae Series

Blood By Night

Law of the Beast

Companion - Property of the Pack

Birth of a Princess

Eternal Souls Universe Series

Fury of a Queen

Discovery of an Enchantress

War of the Lycaen

DMDU Series & Shorts

Sean - Osveta

DoXr

The Guardian of Life Series

Hope of the Future

Daughter of the Red Planet

Ancient Scars

Under Empty Stars

The Alchemist Series

Cessation

Mitosis

Sylphline Realm Series

Crown of Ice

Royal Blood

The Chronicles of the Sorceress world

Shorts

A Granddaughter’s Magical Curfew

Novels

Anora

Savage Lands

Novella

Immortal Separation

Secrets Below Gargoyle Cavern

Time of the Chosen

Novelettes

In The Library

Short Stories

Her Soul’s Destiny

Trust Your Instincts

At Night They Come

Neighborhood Cleanse

& more!

Compilations

Into The Midst

More to see. More to come.

[image: image]

Don’t Go Far is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, stories, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2015, 2019 Kim Iverson, 2021 Kimberly Sue Iverson

Edited by Creech Enterprises

Cover design by Kimberly Sue Iverson

Image used for cover from Pixabay 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, contact the publisher at the website below.

http://kimberlysueiverson.com

This book is part of the Dark Moon Dynasty Universe. See last pages for details.

Sign up for Kimberly’s newsletter to receive news when something goes bump in the night. Or, a book is released. https://www.subscribepage.com/kimiversonbooknews Even then newsletters may be hiding in the corner, afraid to come out. Subscribe for blog updates at her website (below) to receive far more frequent musings of the quirky deep mind of author, Kimberly Sue Iverson. Throw her a hello and she may pop out of the darkness to respond. You never know.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​MINA





[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter One
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Mina Nichols sprinted across the sodden field, hoping to get back to her family’s modest home sooner, rather than later. Her shoes sunk into the muddy sludge attempting to pass for a meadow, hampering her progress.

She ducked into a small enclosed alley, cutting through the small market, hoping the passageway would prove drier and faster. She underestimated how much rain had gathered inside the center gutter.

When she splashed through, a few strands of hair fell in her face, which she shoved free. At the same time, she caught sight of her dress dragging in the rancid filth. The heavy cloth tangled and she jerked it free before she tripped on the damnable mess. A man entered the same alley the moment she raised her head. Not in enough time to dodge him. She rebounded against his body with a yelp and fell back into the filth, which promptly sucked her into its grasp.

The small basket of roses she carried went into the air as she went down. With a final shloop, the roses sunk into the muck. The man scrambled to catch the basket, only to lose his own footing. He tumbled on top of her, managing to get his hands out before flattening Mina to the ground.

“I haven’t hurt you, have I?” The man gathered himself together. After he stood, he reached for her. His face caved in on itself when he noticed his hands and knees covered in the same mess Mina was a victim to. Her almost savior rubbed the muck on his pants with a deep scowl.

Mina’s eyes welled up. The beautiful blue roses were now covered in brown. Most of the morning she’d spent gathering them in the fields. It was her birthday so she snuck out early, hoping to collect a dozen of her favorite roses to adorn the kitchen table while she made breakfast. It was her only hope at a decent birthday.

Seeing the lovely stems lying in the muck and the petals wilting was too much. Top that with the certainty she was in trouble for having snuck out, and the tears held back no longer. She fumbled to stand on her own, rather than dare allow this stranger to touch her.

He seemed no “regular” man, anyway. At least not from where she lived. This man had dark hair and arresting golden eyes. Wearing such a nice suit meant he was rich, or richer than her. He was far too distinguished to be from these parts. And the way he grimaced at the gunk on his hands spoke volumes.

The suit wasn’t as impeccable now that he’d wiped the gooey mess on his thighs. A slight stubble along his jaw and moustache didn’t go with the mud splattered on his cheek either. It didn’t seem to bother him, he seemed more intent on her well-being.

Well! The last thing she needed on top of her humiliated state and destroyed roses was some strange smug man in her face, making her feel worse.

Mina clambered to her feet, swiping away the tears with the back of a muddy hand. A cold smear along her cheek let her know she had muck on her face like him. Her ire grew, which caused more tears to tumble out.

Could this day get any worse?

“Are you all right?” he asked gently, fixing to help her.

Now pity? Her cheeks burned, her heart raced. Mina bashed his hands away from her. “Leave me be. I do not need your help.”

With a shove against him to get further away, Mina trudged out of the alley and into the main market. Her toes squished in her shoes with each gruesome step. The day was ruined before it began.

“Miss! Please, let me help you.” The aggravating man came up beside her and she went to shove him away once more, but the tip of her muddy foot caught a stone, slipped, and she tumbled backward. Her eyes widened with a squeak.

As quick as a breath, the man snaked his fingers around her upper arms and clamped down. With a slight tug, he pulled her close to prevent her from falling. Mina took a deep breath. His eyes caught the light from a nearby fire, reflecting the flames in a blaze of amber.

He leaned within a breath’s distance and repeated his earlier statement. “Please, let me help you. You needn’t be afraid.” 

Mina’s heart skipped a beat. An odd compulsion to go along with whatever he asked massaged her into complacency. Those eyes seemed to hold the flickering flames inside and held her transfixed. Without realizing it, her head drifted up and down. Her entire body electrified.

His lips curled upward in a slow motion that in the distance of Mina’s brain, she thought of the way a snake slithered along the ground, heading toward its prey. Fitting since prey was what that smile moved toward.

“Mina,” she whispered without him asking.

He was far too gratified over her having given up the information of her own volition. A part of her bristled and tried to force itself to the surface, screaming at her to listen, but his warm lips touched her ear. Her brain stopped.

“You may call me, Holt. I am honored to make your acquaintance, my dear Mina.”

A small shiver swept through her body that he misinterpreted as her being cold. At least she hoped so. The look in his eye when he pulled back said otherwise. A cold knot formed in her stomach. 

The market beyond was unusually quiet, the rain sending everyone to find asylum until it let up. Leaving the two of them alone together, amplifying her sense of concern.

“You must be cold. This rain is yet unlikely to ease. Come. Let us get you out of this nightmare weather. I gather by the rushing, your own home isn’t close?”

Holt took off his jacket and draped it over her shoulders. Warmth drifted through her body, allowing her angst to ease a bit. He pulled her against his body, securing her beneath an arm to provide safety from the cold rain continuing to assault them.

She shook her head in regard to his question.

Mina fought the urge to give way, but her mother was in her head and overruled her thoughts, you must treat gentlemen with respect. Don’t you dare embarrass me, Mina! You are a willful and foolish child. You will never become anything of importance, you must start acting like a lady so you will get a good husband. No man wants to marry a wild animal.

The warmth of Holt’s embrace overpowered any fight left. Mina allowed him to lead her from the market, further away from her home, across a field, to a small quaint home. A home she didn’t expect to encounter. Not one she would have placed Holt as inhabitant of.
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​Chapter Two
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A waist high stone wall surrounded the home. The stones making up the wall were about the size of her hand, rounded, and others larger still. Greys, blues, and grungy white, they were held together by pozzolanic mortar. Typical style from around Herten as the men preferred construction that held up well. With the rain, they didn’t have to worry about their buildings collapsing.

An old black iron entry gate rusted to a reddish brown at the hinges welcomed them. Simple spear tops to each iron bar that stood vertical, nothing fancy. A spider made a home at the top corner of the gate where the latch met the stone. Ivy trailed up almost half the height of the stone, and continued down the length as far as the eye could see.

Beyond the home a meadow ran for ages. Down the way were the old family friends of Mina’s parents: Bill and Maggie. They used to run a large farm that butted up against everyone’s and maybe this one as well, but they long since sold off many of the acres to manage less as they grew older. It was hard enough to keep up with the few acres still their own, but Bill was a stubborn man, and refused to settle into an easier life. Most of the kids steered clear of Bill, but Mina adored him. He was gruff, but kind once you got past the exterior.

Holt’s home was modest and constructed of one floor. A floor of not more than a bedroom or two, besides the main living area, and a small kitchen like the rest probably. Mina wasn’t sure what she expected, but a house such as this was not it. It seemed out of place for a man such as Holt to live here, unless he went out of his way to convince people he had more money than in reality. 

Still, things didn’t make sense, and Mina felt a bit off about the whole place. And Holt.

“Where are we going?” Mina wondered out loud.

Holt brushed aside a spider’s glistening bit of string, shaking his hand in aggravation as the sticky substance clung to him. The gate creaked on the unoiled and rusted hinges, breaking their long held position. Holt held the gate open for Mina to enter. When she passed through, Holt shut it behind her, making sure the latch was secure.

Mina’s teeth chattered. The cold water crept through her skin, turning her ever paler until her hands shook. She pulled them deeper inside the sleeves of Holt’s coat, hoping to find some added warmth where little existed.

“Come. Let us get you inside before you freeze to your death,” he crooned.

Holt enveloped Mina in his arms and led her inside the cozy little abode, then over to the fireplace. The room was bare save for a couch that had seen better days and one chair, but neither held the appearance of being used recently.

With expert skill, he started the fire and gathered her to sit in front of the crackling flames. Settling her down on the old rug laid over the wooden floor long ago. Holt sat next to her.

Once Mina was situated in front of the fire, he didn’t bother to ask before he grabbed her hands hiding inside the sleeves of the coat and dragged them out. He rubbed her small fingers between his hands.

When another shiver wracked her body, Holt shook his head as though Mina had done wrong. He scooted her closer and positioned her between his legs.

“What are you doing? Stop!” Mina tried to scuttle away, but his strong grip latched on to keep her from going anywhere.

“I am merely warming you. Calm yourself.” His soft words echoed far too near her ears, but there was a hint of another emotion she couldn’t place. In the struggle, he edged her closer. His arms slipped around her lower back and stroked, rough, but gentle.

Calm myself? The heat bloomed in her cheeks. She calmed all right, but more to get the entire thing over with. Being so close made her uncomfortable because of how her body responded to his.

Allowing herself to get so close to a man was out of the question. She didn’t allow men to get close because of how they made her feel. Beyond mere attraction, it was something else entirely. Something . . . she couldn’t tell anyone. They would hang her, burn her, crucify her. Nobody understood. They wouldn’t listen, they’d react first, never to think about her at all.

This man was bringing forth that and more. She was a proper lady, much to her chagrin, which was one rule her mother was most proud of her for. Her mother, Joanna considered it purely to do with the rules she instilled in her daughter. The real truth would crush her mother. Mina wouldn’t say it to herself. She was so afraid that thinking the truth would condemn her. 

Holt’s face was on the side of hers so the man was unable to catch the reaction he produced from his touch. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t be aware of the warmth of her body. He pressed his body against hers, despite her smelling horrific. That little detail didn’t seem to bother him any.

Mina’s eyes drifted closed, not completely aware of how the man eased her into relaxing. The exhaustion of the morning caught up. The fire popped next to them and she twitched. Her eyes snapped open when Holt’s hands slid around the front of her stomach as he sat back.

When he was far enough away to look into her eye, he studied her. Mina hadn’t an idea what he could be thinking, but she held a vague notion the feeling trickling through wasn’t mere attraction.

Mina’s brow furrowed when his eyes darkened. Her heart picked up pace and her breathing increased, a dizzying world encompassed her. A blistering sensation swept through her, she couldn’t tear her attention away.

The fire popped again and caused her to leap out of her skin. One of the logs split clear across the center. Holt smiled at her. His eyes were back to the light brown she first saw, which further confused her.

Had she imagined what she saw? She wasn’t sure why she felt so drained. It couldn’t be later than mid-day. They hadn’t traveled too far. 

“Why do you look at me in such a way?”

“How would you have me look at you?” Holt said. “You are a beautiful woman.”

“Who has muck all over her.” Mina cleared her throat, feeling ridiculous for saying such a thing. She had to correct her manners. “You look at me as though I have done something which pleased you immensely.”

“Because you have. I was looking for you and it appears I found you,” Holt said.

“I do not understand.”

“I came searching for a woman others would describe as unusually enchanting. Who drew the eye with little effort. Not from her beauty, but from the peculiarities that occurred around her. A pure inner light that shined within. Someone . . . like you. I did not know you would be delivered to me.”

“You further confuse me.” Mina went to stand and Holt’s hands wrapped around her arms, preventing her from moving away. In doing so, his face moved directly in front of her own. Her eyes were drawn to his mouth.

“Enchantress of mine, what shall I do with you?”

Mina’s attention jerked up, her eyes widened. The words rushed out in a whisper, almost as one word, “Why-would-you-call-me-that?”

Nobody ever used that saying on her. Once more she tried to scramble away. His fingertips dug into her arms. He shouldn’t call her that. Nobody called her that! Nobody knew!

“Because it is who you are,” his words slithered out.

An unconscious shiver swept through her and she became entranced. She wanted to scream, to run, to get away somehow. Then he smiled and the warmth spread through her, further releasing her from the urges that held a moment ago.

“I do not even know what that is.” Her heart skipped a beat, hoping he didn’t notice the lie in her eyes. Hoping he understood why she couldn’t say the truth.

“Do not fear me, my dear sweet girl.” One hand released her arm to brush his thumb along her jaw. “I have been searching for you far too long. I have searched for so long for someone of your caliber.” The back of his fingers drifted along her jaw, down her neck.

“Well then you found the wrong one,” she told him, grabbing his fingers that dug into her arm. She tried pulling them off.

“Don’t,” he said. The tone was so tortured Mina’s fingers fell away. Yes, he was being casual, but that was a definite threat. He didn’t want to hurt her, but that was the tone of a man used to getting what he wanted. If he didn’t, he’d do anything to get it. That was the tone of a man giving her a choice: give way and avoid being hurt, or choose not to do what he wanted, and she’d get hurt. But how would he hurt her when he just said he wouldn’t? Who was he?

“Please let me go,” she pleaded.

His face fell. “I . . . cannot do that. We both know if I release your arm, you will run. That was a good choice on your part to behave.”

“You said you wouldn’t hurt me.”

“And I will keep to that promise as long as you continue to make good choices.”

She swallowed and nodded, her eyes brimmed with tears. With cheeks that burned, she asked, “What do you want with me? I am not this Enchantress you seek.”

Holt released a long sigh and lowered his head, giving it a slight shake. A bitter taste filled her mouth, her skin crawled. She wasn’t disgusted with him as much as herself for hurting him.

“What did I say about good choices?”

Her bottom lip quivered and a tear fell. “What do you want with me?” 

“To get you home,” he told her, giving her a soft smile, pleased with her decision to stop lying. “Your family must be so worried.” Releasing her, he stood and went to the window. “The rain has stopped. It is a good time to take you home.” Mina didn’t move until he came back and extended a hand, which further pleased him. “Come.”

Mina slipped her small fingers into his hand. Holt helped her to stand in front of him. The idea she wouldn’t see him again made worms tangle and weave inside her stomach. This man took care of her, yes. He seemed dangerous, but she didn’t want him to leave?

As though reading her mind, he smiled once more and her heart skipped a beat, her body warmed. It felt so good to please him. Never in her life had she bowed to another. Still, here was this total stranger making her entire day from being able to please him.

“You are a true lady, aren’t you, Mina? I truly appreciate that about you.”

“A lady covered in filth.” She couldn’t suppress the slight laugh, nervous at the praise, uncomfortable with a man worshipping her who didn’t know her. And that’s what he seemed to be doing . . . worshipping her.

“Yes, I suppose so.” He chuckled. “You understand what I meant. You were raised properly, I can tell. It pleases me.” Before she asked what he meant, he leaned to kiss her, and she stepped back, her cheeks reddening, her eyes widened.

“You believe you have such a right?” She clenched her fists, suppressing the sudden sizzling pouring through her system. The urge to raise her hands and react. “I wish to go home. Now.”

Holt grinned. And again, he seemed pleased. That was nothing more than a test to make sure she would not allow just anyone to kiss her. “That is what I thought. The next time I attempt to kiss you, you will not deny me.”

Mina narrowed her eyes. “You take too many liberties. You have no right to a kiss. The first and last kiss I give will be to my husban—”

“Yes,” he finished for her, with all the confidence in the world. Confidence he shouldn’t possess for a complete stranger, sounding like a snake again. Confidence that spoke of him being that man. Far too confident for her comfort as though he believed fate would give him what he wanted.

Or he would manipulate fate’s hand.
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​Chapter Three
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A few days after her birthday, Mina came home to find both her parents slaughtered. Torn to shreds, they were covered from head to toe in blood and wounds. Creatures broke into her home and ravaged them. A pack of wolves people guessed.

She ran screaming from the house, down the hill and didn’t stop until she got to Bill and Maggie’s house. Where she stayed for the next full moon’s rise and fall.

Mina stayed with the elder couple, unsure of what would become of her, until the three of them learned her father made a will. The lawyer in charge of carrying out the will was currently droning on and on as he read the will to them.

A full year’s term passed since the day Mina ran into Holt. She hadn’t seen or heard anything about him. On her birthday she thought about the encounter with him all over again. Fortunately for her, the day passed without seeing him.

Holt remained in the back of her mind and she couldn’t shake the sound of his voice, the smell of his skin, the touch of his hands. She ached to see him again, though the idea petrified her too.

There were many times late at night when she wished for some air so she stepped outside. A shadow in one corner of the land would draw her attention, or another an instant later. She was positive she would see him each time, but he never appeared. The sensation of being watched made her scurry to the safety of the small house and bolt the door.

He was always just out of reach and waiting. Her mind wandered from the old man with the short silver hair speaking in front of her before slowly coming back. There was a chance she was losing her mind. Continuously wanting to see Holt, yet fearing it so.

The lawyer continued on, and Mina’s attention snapped back to reality when he made it to the part about her, about what would happen from then on. If only she could run out the door to that meadow and keep going. Instead, she made her way back to the couch where Bill and Maggie sat.

Tears streamed down her face as she lowered to the couch. Maggie wrapped her arm around Mina’s shoulders and pulled her close. Bill reached over to place a large callused hand from years of farm work upon her knee. He gave her knee a few gentle pats. As gentle a move as the man could make.

“—Mina deserved a better life than the one we could provide her,” Edward Blake said, never once taking his eyes from the papers. His round spectacles slid down his oversized greasy nose, shiny with perspiration. It seemed he was almost always nervous and today was no different.

The tweed vests he adored always hung too snug in the waist area, which didn’t allow for much cooling. Today’s vest was a red plaid design over his white collared shirt. To complete the outfit, a little matching red bowtie. Mina traced the lines of the design in his vest, trying to keep her focus on the moment, but as usual it drifted in and out.

“—given the opportunity, I wish I could have gone back and done some things differently so Mina had a better life. That time has since passed, but we can do right by her future. We have made arrangements for her to marry a gentleman who can give her everything we ever wanted for her, and then some.” 

“I will not,” Mina jerked to her feet. “This is the first I am hearing any of this. I will not be promised to a man I have never met.” Taking Mina’s hands in her own, Maggie curled her soft crinkled fingers over Mina’s, stilling any further retort.

“My dear, allow him to continue reading,” Maggie said.

Mina reluctantly agreed with a nod. Bill gestured to the man to continue. With a curt nod, the lawyer stopped peering at them above the rim of his spectacles and adjusted them back up the bridge of his nose with a doughy finger. He continued.

“Upon our death, my wife and I have agreed that since the home will be taken by the bank, Mina will be promised to a one, Holt Ashby. I have made sure he is who he says he is. The papers were drawn up, signed, and filed. By my wife’s order, Mina will have a ceremony as she so desires. Holt will provide that for her. No deviations.”

Mister Blake continued and Mina tuned him out again. Marry Holt? When did her father meet with him? When did all this happen? She hadn’t a clue. She hadn’t even known Holt stuck around. The lawyer droned on about her moving into Holt’s home as soon as she was aware of the proceedings. The lawyer was to wait awhile after her parents passed before reading her the paper so she had time to process and grieve.

After that she had no choice. The walls closed in around her and the small house felt tinier by the second. She was to move into that miniscule house and become Holt’s wife? But why? Why would her father force her hand?

Arranged marriages were common, but they didn’t occur after a parent’s death based on a last will and testament. What if she’d met someone else before they passed? Would her parents have denied consent? Would her father have changed his will? Why would he do a thing such as this?

The man finished. He handed her the papers he read. After a quick check of the blurry words, Mina lowered her arms. The papers fluttered to the ground. Bill escorted him from the house. Maggie stayed back.

Maggie took in the fallen papers. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I had no idea,” she said softly.

Mina stared at the white haired woman a long time. “I don’t understand why they’d do such a thing. They never believed in arranged marriages. My father promised never to force me into one.”

A slight shrug of her tired old shoulders was all Maggie could offer in terms of comfort. She didn’t know any more than Mina. It was a secret that went to the grave with Mina’s parents. None of them would know the why.

A tear made its way down Mina’s cheek as Bill came in. He took in the scene and walked over to engulf Mina in his strong arms. The years hadn’t done much for his strength. He worked daily on his land, meager that it was compared to how much it used to be. Age got you killed if you didn’t remain tough as far as he was concerned.

“There isn’t anything we can do for you now, child. Be strong. This is your life. Make the best of this situation.” Bill moved her to arm’s length and checked her out. His hands gave her shoulders a squeeze. “Do you know this Holt fellow?”

Mina gave them both a brief nod. “I’ve met him. Once. I don’t know him.” She pointed toward a window. “He lives in that small home down the hill.”

Bill glanced behind him as he let her go. “You mean the old Stossel home?” A silent question was exchanged between him and Maggie. Maggie shook her head in confusion. Once more Bill turned to the side and back.

“I suppose,” Mina mumbled.

“Well that can’t be. That place has been empty for many moons. Maggie cleans it once every few months, otherwise not a soul has lived there since the man passed. Lost his wife and child in an accident. Never was the same.”

Mina moved away from Bill and dropped into the well-worn couch. “Then it must’ve been another home.”

“Stone wall surrounding the place, ‘bout yay high?” He held his hand by his waist, not letting it go. “Old fireplace made from the same stone, not straight, but rather a wee bit crooked?”

Mina tried to remember. “Maybe. Didn’t pay attention.”

“Odd,” Bill said absently. He scratched at the white stubble adorning his chin, lost in thought.

Maggie moved past him, “Hush, Bill. This is not the time for such talk. Leave the girl be.”

With a nod, Bill left.

“That man. Sometimes don’t know how to handle a situation like this. Forgets grieving is necessary.”

Mina’s laugh burst out. “It’s okay.” Her laugh brightened Maggie’s face.

“I do so miss that sound, my dear. Things aren’t ever as bad as they may seem. Perhaps this man will be good to you and give you the life your parents wished for you. You are such a special woman. You deserve a special man.”

Mina’s eyes watered. “I don’t know, Maggie. I just get a strange feeling about all of this.”

“Bad?” Maggie learned to trust Mina’s intuitions throughout the years. More like a grandmother to Mina, she was the first one to tell her she thought there was something “special” about Mina.

Mina only shrugged.

“Well,” Maggie began, only to pause a moment to make sure whatever she said was doable, “then how about this. Bill an’ I can come with you an’ settle you in. We’ll have to see if one of the local boys wouldn’t mind making sure the animals are watched after. But I’m sure we can arrange for one day gone. Be a bit of a vacation anyhow.”

Mina brightened. “You’d do that? I don’t see how you’ll convince Bill of that.”

“Convince me of what,” Bill asked entering at the tail end of their conversation.

Maggie took the initiative. “I was just telling Mina, you and I will go with her to settle her on in. Be less frighten’ for the girl.”

Bill gave her a stern stare. “Now you know how much work there is to be done round here, Maggie. This place doesn’t keep itself.”

Maggie wasn’t intimidated in the least. “One day won’t kill nothin’. You tell her you won’t, you stubborn ol’ coot. I’m sure Tim wouldn’t mind coming by and tendin’ things while we’re gone. Promise him I’ll bake him a cake all his own and he’ll be more’n happy.”

Bill stared at her for a long time. They’d been married for most of their lives. Nobody told him what to do. Not one soul dared tell him how to keep his land. Nobody ever took him on in that mood. 

Nobody.

Except the soft hearted, but quite hard-headed and strong-willed pint-size woman he married.

And the thought of Mina going off on her own to marry a man she didn’t know, the girl was more like a daughter to him than anyone’d ever been. He held no chance against those two faces.

“You do make the best cakes around,” Bill agreed.
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​Chapter Four
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Bill and Maggie headed over to Holt Ashby’s—the old Stossel place—along with Mina. They strode side-by-side with her and approached the old homestead. Bill was wary since he still held to the belief nobody lived in the place since the old man.

Mina prodded him about why he seemed worried over it, but all he said was, “something just don’t feel right is all.” As a man who’d worked on the land since he was a little boy, Mina trusted his intuition. She didn’t like hearing him say that when she too, felt the same, but for different reasons.

Mina didn’t sleep much the previous night, tossing and turning, waking, and falling asleep once more. Her eyes felt dry and grainy, swollen and tough to keep open. The entire night, she swore someone was in her room. She couldn’t shake the unease haunting her every move, nor the ominous sense the coming day would end in death.

Her dreams were filled with monsters. With shadows of things she’d never seen. Long pointed teeth came from the shadows behind her, thick claws reached out to grab her, cutting her on her cheek. All she was aware of was running. Running, running, running. As she drifted off, a howl in the distance jerked her into waking. The howl came from the dream; no, nightmare. Not outside.

It had to. Wolves didn’t frequent their area, despite her parents being so ravaged. That was an unusual occurrence, as everyone talked about. 

Memories of the nightmares drifted at the edge of her subconscious as they headed toward the house. The howls cycled around and around in the distance of her memory.

A black carriage with golden trim, golden emblems, and golden curtains in the windows waited in front of the Stossel’s stone wall, dwarfing the path. The carriage wheels were thick, sturdy, and strong.

Four horses, two brown and two black, carried soldiers adorned in chain mail who appeared ready for war. Mina had never seen a real knight so close, let alone around the hills of Herten. The horses huffed and puffed, pawed at the dirt, growing more restless with each second they weren’t on the move.

Edward Blake stood nearby, chatting with one of the knights. The man leaned down from his horse. The visor on his helm was propped open. His expression reeked of as much impatience as the horses.

As they drew near, the knight’s head drifted back up, his features etched into aggravation though he seemed relaxed. “About time,” he muttered.

Edward straightened and pushed the glasses further up his nose.

“Mister Blake, I didn’t expect to see you here. What is all this fuss?” Bill asked with a nod to the carriage. He stepped ahead of the women.

Edward Blake’s chubby cheeks were ruddier than normal. Mina was sure it was fear, not excitement that caused his state. Edward gave his vest a harsh jerk. Today’s ensemble was black and grey checkered print with black buttons, grey pants, and black shiny shoes. Well, more dusty than shiny at this point. A move to still his nerves more than anything. He rushed over.

“Good morning, good morning to you all. We have been waiting.” Edward shook Bill’s hand, then motioned to the carriage. Edward’s glasses slid back down his nose and he adjusted them once more. “Your ride. We must get going. It’s best we get you to Holt before the next nightfall. As it is, we are already quite late.” 

Bill turned to Mina who turned to Maggie. The carriage didn’t seem like it would accommodate all of them. Mina lowered her bag, intent on taking her time. She saw no point in rushing, anyway. The sooner she was brought to Holt, the sooner she was to marry him. The idea brought forth a gnawing in the pit of her stomach.

Edward watched her place the bag down with an expression that seemed crueler than it should have been for the situation. What right did he have to rush her along when he didn’t give reason to rush? Other than Holt being strict about schedules.

Mina considered the house behind the carriage. “I don’t understand. I thought this was Holt’s home. Why do you have to bring me to him?”

“Please dear,” Edward returned to his cordial tone. As though she hadn’t seen the brief flash of hatred. “We must get going. It is important.” He waved her to the carriage with an impatient hand.

“Yes,” Mina said, crossing her arms. “I’m sure it is. But again, I wasn’t told any of this. I want to know. I also want Maggie and Bill to come with us.”

“What’s this?” Edward asked in a hurry. He took in the two people standing next to Mina and frantically shook his head. “No, no, no. I’m afraid they can’t go. I’m afraid that won’t do at all,” Edward said, waving his hands all over the place. Mina was fairly certain he may bust his black buttons soon.

“Two of you could fit, but it would be a tight squeeze. The carriage is built for strength yes,” he dipped his head to them, “but speed first.” He peered at Mina over the rim of his glasses which slipped down once more. He seemed intent on getting her to understand as fast as possible. His cheeks were reddening with the effort. “The seats within are much smaller than they appear out here. I’m sorry Mina, but we really need to get going. I will explain more on the way.” A bead of sweat crept down his temple.

Bill spoke before Edward rushed in again. “I’m sorry sweetheart, we won’t be able to go on with you from here. We can’t stay away overnight.”

Mina’s heart fell. Yeah, she knew all that. She hoped by prolonging this, the lawyer would leave without her, not that Holt would allow it. She didn’t take him as a man who easily let go of deals he made.

Edward Blake’s continued rushing, the way the men on the horses kept checking on her constantly, the restlessness of the horses. All those pieces of the puzzle niggled at Mina. The sense she’d seen those same horses running through her nightmares the previous night, frightened her further.

Fear was not the only emotion guiding her. Sadness, mistrust, worry, and so many more emotions tumbled through. One of the horses puffed out a breath. On top of his back leg, at the side of his thigh, a long thick gash had healed over. Two smaller ones marred the skin below it.

What on earth would ever take on a horse? The markings appeared the same as she’d seen on an old dead cow once, only on the cow the wounds weren’t healed over. The beast lay dead on the ground when she found it. Savage wild animals had torn most of the meat off of the bones by the time she came across it.

The horse turned to face her. Painful screams of a horse in trouble and being attacked, echoed through her ears. A distant howl of an unearthly animal followed. Mina’s heart thumped against her ribcage.

Inside those dark eyes came a creature that was large and covered head-to-toe in fur. Long nails slid along the back of the horse’s thigh. Another horse scream cut through her, afraid, in pain—

“Mina. Child.” Maggie’s solid fingers wrapped around Mina’s upper arm. Mina jerked. When she took in the horse again, it was facing forward.

“I guess this is where we say goodbye,” Mina whispered.

Maggie gave her a small nod and her eyes brimmed with tears. They would never see her again. She would never see this place again. That thought struck her, and she struggled not to cry. For Maggie and Bill she stayed strong. They shouldn’t worry over her any more than they had to. They had enough to worry about. They didn’t need to add her to their list.

Bill turned her way and engulfed her in his strong arms. He released her and stepped back. No words. Maggie stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Mina. Instead of the solid wall she met against Bill’s chest, Maggie possessed the soft folds of an old grandmother. She smelled like oatmeal soap and cookies.

Mina closed her eyes and held on a moment longer than necessary, trying to retain every last trace of Maggie’s scent and the comfort of her embrace. Mina dug her fingers into Maggie’s body. Her eyes welled up. She sniffed back the tears.

Edward cleared his throat. Bill hushed him. After a time, Mina pushed Maggie away and took hold of her bag. She went toward the carriage and froze. A hot breath slid across the back of her neck. She spun around.

Bill stood a few feet behind her. One white unkempt bushy eyebrow raised. She shook her head. Maggie’s brow crinkled. Again, Mina shook her head.

Edward took her bag and opened the door to the carriage, unaware of her hesitation. Mina saw what he meant about the space being less than what it appeared from the outside. The walls were thicker than normal, the seats weren’t as wide, the carriage felt . . . different. Seemed to be a moving prison.

Mina’s unease grew. Her world shrunk second by second and she was helpless to stop any of it. She settled into the seat and Edward waved toward the knights, telling them to get a move on, then thrust the bag at Mina. 

Once she was dealt with, Edward hopped inside and pulled the door shut. The door popped back open. With a grumble, he gave it a harsher yank. The door clunked into place. Even the door seemed thicker. Things grew odder by the second.

The horses trotted alongside the carriage. Two lined up in front, two in back. Mina adjusted her bag on her lap. She wrapped her arms around the bag as if the thing could protect her from the situation.

With a jostle, they were on the move. The horses neighed, grateful to be on the move. Mina didn’t bother to open the closed curtains. No point in looking back out there or she may lose what little strength she had left, then she would cry. She didn’t want to cry in front of Mister Blake.

Once he settled in, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His features didn’t relax, but took on the appearance of unease. He opened his eyes, took off the spectacles and grabbed a cloth from his pocket. He used the small fabric to rub the lens.

“Ask those silly questions you persist in needing answers to.” He positioned the spectacles back on the bridge of his nose, staring at her over the rims. The lawyer placed the cloth back in his pocket.

The tone he used on her was no longer the genial man. Now he was impatient, annoyed, and overall like the last thing he wanted was to be pestered with questions.

“Am I to be happy about this?” she asked, annoyed with the way he regarded her. “You take me from my home, and I am to be grateful?” She tightened her grip on the bag, adjusted her body to face away from him.

Edward huffed. She shot him a dirty look. “Child, you are moving up in the world. Smile. You put us late. If we arrive before sundown tomorrow we will be lucky. If we encounter no . . . issues, you should pray to the Gods.”

“What do you mean, issues?”

Edward reached over and shoved the curtains open on both sides of the carriage. He stared out at the passing land. The muscle in his jaw pulsed. “Issues girl.” He turned to face her and Mina’s stomach dropped. His eyes widened in fear. A fear so deep and so alien, her veins turned to ice.

“That’s not an answer.”

“Things exist in the forest beyond Holt’s castle. Beasts. Unlike anything you have ever come across. Animals that would sooner remove flesh from bone than look atcha. Pray to the Gods, we make it through those woods untouched.” He paused, then hissed, “We had a schedule.” He paled as his voice trailed off. Removed another cloth from his breast pocket and patted the back of his neck before placing it over his mouth.

She ignored the most obvious question in favor of, “Castle? Holt’s castle? He lives at a castle? What’s he do, work there?” She shook her head at the land receding behind them. Land she would never see again. Her heart ached. She blinked back tears.

When the weight of Edward’s condescending stare didn’t ease, Mina turned to him. “His castle, girl. My you are a naïve little child, aren’t you. That man is to be King.” The lawyer shook his head as though she were the most unintelligent individual he ever encountered. His disgust prickled at her.

“What happened to the man I met before? You are the most foul creatan I have ever encountered.”

“Me?” His voice cracked as it rose. With a chuckle, he checked the front. “You have no idea what you’re in for. I am paid to bring you. Nothing more. I would not be in this carriage in the first place if that man had already paid me. He ensured I would bring you, accompany you,” he huffed. “As though you couldn’t come alone.”

Or didn’t want me to. Holt wanted to be assured she would get there. No running away, no escaping. Escape. He didn’t want her to escape. Wanted instead, to make sure she was brought to this apparent castle, which he never bothered to mention.

He played it off as though he were a humble man like her family. He made it seem like the Stossel’s home was his own. When she asked, he said nothing. Mina went on the assumption the home was his. In truth, Holt hadn’t said it was.

Holt said he’d been searching for her. So perhaps he knew the home was deserted and it was the reason he chose the place. No. Not possible. Well, it was possible, but it would mean it was all planned. If he’d been searching for her all this time, then he’d studied the area well. The gate’s hinges had been rusted over. So Bill must’ve been right. Nobody had inhabited that place for a while.

Who was he? She didn’t get the sense he was ordinary. An underlying sinister mood encompassed him every time she was near him. In her bones she felt he was a dangerous man. Even their first encounter may have been planned. The way he treated her was gentle enough, but it didn’t mean he wasn’t hiding the truth from her. Since he had already hidden so much.

Mina had never been the wiser about him coming to see her parents. If her parents arranged a marriage to him, he must have been coming by a lot. There were meetings between her parents and him behind her back. Why would Holt go so far?

Hide his dangerous side and make her okay with being around him, then strike. Could happen. What Mina knew for sure was that he wasn’t to be trusted. The way he called her an enchantress. Like he knew her. Knew her better than herself. The gall of the man.

The countryside passed by without event. Despite all the warnings from the lawyer in front of her, she doubted they would encounter anything abnormal. Edward was trying to scare her. More than likely found it funny to frighten her. The laugh was on him.

She didn’t frighten so easy.
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​Chapter Five
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Mina fell asleep on the tiny bench soon after Edward did. The lawyer made it clear they wouldn’t be stopping for the night. Holt must have given orders not to stop for any reason other than quick bathroom breaks. The lawyer gave her a bite of food around mid-day, which he kept in a small basket near his feet. The small carriage remained her home until they entered the castle grounds.

Her body ached. What little food they carried disappeared by the afternoon. They should have been at the castle, as Edward continued to remind her over and over and over again. The nervousness he portrayed began to grow with each passing moment.

The carriage entered forest after mid-morning and it continued on and on until Mina’s backside grew sore and she asked for a break. Edward wouldn’t stop monitoring what happened outside the windows. He’d close the curtains, open them and once more check each side of the carriage.

After a while, he relinquished and gave the curtains a harsh jerk, setting them back in place for the final time. By that time, his worry affected Mina so bad a bag of worms churned in the pit of her stomach. She cast her anxiety aside because it was a beautiful day. The sun was out, the forest appeared so tranquil beneath the rays.

The one stop they made for her to use the bathroom was quick, but the serenity and quiet of the forest captured her attention. At least until Edward ushered her back inside the confines of the carriage. The knights warned her and Edward there would be no more stopping. From here on in, the knights would work double-time to get to the castle.

Edward and one of the men on horseback held a private hushed conversation before they were on their way. The lawyer seemed too suspicious as a whole. Mina meant payment for him and nothing more. His worry was over them being late and not being paid, nothing else. As she tried to convince herself of when he eased back in his seat and refused to open the curtains again.
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