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1 Once Upon A Time
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Leesa's stomach lurched and saliva was thick in her mouth as her horse approached a twist in the cobblestone road.  They were coming up to the Silver Palace, so called because of the silvery dust that had been added to the granite used to build it.

Her betrothed, Eduardo had lived there once. Eduardo's father. Duke Varmont had undermined the rulers of the wealthy provinces so that he could seize control. In the end, he'd brought destruction down on everyone.

A square building of three stories with windows lining the front, it had been impressive during Varmont's time. She could barely make out the stone gargoyles at the top, crouched on the rim of the roof. 

It was said that the Duke had created a secret room where he hid all his plunder. Treasures stolen from other kingdoms and from ships that wrecked along the rocky coast. It had even been whispered that the Duke kidnapped travelers who made the mistake of passing through the countryside after dark. They ended up locked in the deep recesses of the mansion, held captive for his own pleasures.

Chunks of stone were scattered in front of the double doors. She glanced up at the gargoyles and noticed that one sentinel was missing. How had it fallen? Strange. It hadn't been like that when she'd passed by here a few days ago.  

Suddenly the horse bucked and shook out his mane. Whinnying, he took a few steps forward, then back, as through he'd hit some kind of barrier. "What is it, Miral?" She patted the stallion, attempting to calm him. "Why are you so skittish?" 

Leesa dismounted, then grabbed sugar cubes out of her bag and held them out. Miral took them and licked her hand. 

"I won't be long. Go to the stables. You know the way." She grabbed the reins and led him to a path that snaked along the side of the mansion. "Go on now," she said. 

Miral tossed his mane in acknowledgement and headed down the path, taking the well-worn route to the stables. It had been built to hold a team of horses, including mounts for the Duke's retainers and his sons. This was a well-patrolled road between her home and the nearest town. If Miral was out of sight, no one would know what she was up to.

She glanced up at the sky. Still blue, but it would be sunset in about an hour. She wanted to get what she came for, then head to town before dark. Her contact would be at the pub. He'd promised to pay handsomely for any treasure she found. 

Her heart racing, Leesa picked her way through the chunks of tile and stone strewn over the front walk. The door was closed, but it only took the turn of the silver handle for her to open it. 

The wooden doors had, at one time, been covered with square silver tiles. But they'd been stolen years ago. Most people were afraid of going inside, but snatching the silver off the doors had been easy. 

She stepped inside and made her way across the marble foyer. The checkerboard floor was covered in so much dust it was hard to see what the original colors were. But Leesa knew they'd once been gleaming gold and silver, shining from the reflected light of the overhead chandeliers. Now the light streamed in from windows directly across from the entrance. 

There was something unnerving about hearing her own footsteps across the floor. Knowing that this once luxurious and imposing palace had once overflowed with servants and an impressive court of nobility and hangers-on. 

She checked the areas on the lower level – the dining hall, the kitchen and the ballroom where the Duke's huge throne still sat under a silver cloth of state.  

Her attention was caught by two golden goblets on a marble table. She picked one up and examined it. Heavy. It would bring a good price. She hadn't come here looking for cups, but these would do. She shoved them into the burlap knapsack she'd slung across her shoulder. 

It was quiet, other than the sound of her own breathing – and the thump of her heartbeat. Back out in the foyer, she stopped at the sweeping staircase. The last time she'd been with Eduardo, it had been upstairs in his bedroom. Before he'd left for his last battle. They'd planned to marry when he returned. 

Eduardo had been repulsed by his father and by his older brother, Erokan. She still remembered Erokan's sneer when he'd told her of Eduardo's death in battle. He'd really expected her to marry him. She'd refused, and in retaliation he'd set his troops on her family and allies. When it was all over, she'd lost everything.

Leesa headed up the stairs and stopped at the 2nd floor landing. Eduardo and Erokan's rooms had been on this floor. Dust was everywhere, but otherwise the furnishings were just as they'd been left. Varmont's bedroom, private study and library were on the 3rd floor. Most likely he would've hidden some of his valuables there. She went upstairs to check. The doors to the Duke's room, study and library were open. But the fourth door was closed. The treasure room, perhaps? 

She opened the door and stepped inside. Strangely, this room wasn't as dusty as the others. The air was heavy with perfume. Across from the door was a folding screen decorated with blue and yellow flowers. Behind it she could make out the base of a claw-foot tub.

To her surprise, the entire room had a feminine feeling, from the huge bed covered with blush pink coverlets and plush furs to the gold-trimmed white furniture. Even the jewel-encrusted skylight above her had its own beauty, reflecting colorful sprinkles of light over the pale stone walls. 

A white cabinet with glass doors caught her attention. The shelves held glass bottles of different shapes and sizes. Some had liquids inside, others were empty. What were these? Perfumes? Or maybe potions. 

The Duke used magic. Maybe this was where he'd kept his enchantments. Would they be worth anything? Possibly. But just as Leesa reached out to open the cabinet, the door slammed behind her.

Startled, she spun around. She was alone. Who had closed it? Leesa ran to the door and gripped the handle, expecting the door to open as easily as it had when she'd come in. But it didn't. She pulled and banged on it, but it wouldn't budge. 

She was locked in. 

It was then that she realized the room didn't have windows, other than the glass skylight in the center of the ceiling. It let the light in but it wasn't going to provide an exit. Not like she could've climbed out of a window anyway. Not from three stories up. All she could do now was wait.
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After what seemed like hours, the door opened. 

Ducking his head as he entered the room, the gargoyle moved with an ease she hadn't expected. Not that she'd ever seen one up close. His greyish-brown skin resembled granite speckled with silver, like the walls of the palace. Silver leather straps crisscrossed his chest, and kept his thigh-length, silvery skirt in place. His silver sandals had straps that wrapped around his muscular calf. 

Examining his face, she was surprised at how human-looking it was. Well, mostly human. His chin was more pointy than squared, and two curved horns, about the length of her ring finger, protruded from his forehead. Looking up at him, she felt like she'd come face-to-face with an expertly sculpted marble statue.

He wasn't unattractive, as gargoyles went. Attractive or not, she was here alone with this creature and not quite sure what was going on. 

Leesa stumbled backwards, bumping into the bed.  "Who are you?" 

He pulled one of the gold-trimmed chairs from a nearby table and sat. "Shouldn't I be asking you that?" he asked, in a deep voice that reverberated through the room. 

"I'm Leesa. Daughter of the King and Queen of the Roselaga province."

"Yes, and you live in the castle on the hill behind the Silver Palace." He rubbed his chin as he glared at her. "Why did you come here to steal?"

"Steal? I—I—I don't know what you're talking about." 

"The goblets. You took them."

"You have no right to accuse me of stealing." Might as well go on the defensive and see if that worked. "I used to come here when the Duke lived here. I was betrothed to his youngest son."

"I see. So where is he now?"

"He's dead." She lowered her eyes. "Eduardo died in a battle."

The gargoyle nodded. "Your betrothed. Not your husband. That means you have no right to be here. You broke in to steal."

"The door was open." 

"Because the door was unlocked that meant you could come in and take what you wanted?" He snorted. "That is as good an excuse as any, I suppose. Others before you have used it." 

"Then maybe you should lock the door." Leesa perched her hands on her hips. 

"I happen to know that your family was one of the four royal families that controlled this region. Your province was the richest of them all. Other rulers bowed to them.  You have a great inheritance."

"My inheritance is a castle surrounded by burned out farm land and a forest with no game."

"You don't live alone," he replied, as he stretched his legs out. 

"How do you know that?" 

"I watch. You seem to forget where I spend my time." He pointed upward.

"Do watch us at the castle?"

"Would you like me to watch you?" he asked, amusement in his voice.

She'd heard gargoyles could be rude. "You don't own this palace. What right do you have to the treasures? My people could use the riches Varmont hid away in this place."

"I am the guardian of the palace and you are an intruder." He stood up. "Normally I would not have allowed you to get this far. But you're not the average thief. I'm going to let you stay as my guest."

"Stay here?" Leesa couldn't believe what she'd heard. "With you? How dare you hold me here!"

"You're my guest, not my captive. You'll be my guest for the next three weeks."

"What? I can't stay here."

The gargoyle went to the glass cabinet and opened the door. "If you stay, I'll give you some of riches you were looking for.  I'll give you enough to feed your people for the next year."

She hadn't expected him to make an offer like that. "You would do that? Then why not give me the treasures now and let me go?"

He picked up a cut glass bottle and examined the pink liquid inside it. "I'm lonely. It's been a long time since I've had conversation...or anything else." He turned to her. "Do we have an agreement?"

It would solve her problems. But was it worth it? "I've heard that gargoyles eat humans." 

"If that were true, we wouldn't be talking. So, do you agree?"

"How can I be sure I can trust you?" she asked. 

"You can't. But you're the one who was stealing."

"Look, I had a good reason. My people need food. The Duke stashed treasure in here. I wouldn't have come here otherwise." 

He frowned at her. "If you really were betrothed to his son, why don't you know where all this treasure is?"

"He never told his sons. But I know it. He hoarded money." Weary, she sat on the edge of the bed. "If you think I'm lying, let me go."

"You can leave without the goblets." He motioned to the door. "It's your choice."

Unfortunately in a building this size, the treasure could be anywhere. Better to wait it out and get what the gargoyle promised. Then when she returned home, there would be more than enough for everyone. No more scrounging or trying to barter with their last remaining items of value.

"I'll stay. But my grandmother will be worried about me."

"You can send her a message and tell her you went to stay in town. I've seen you travel the road out front. You go there weekly."

It was unnerving to realize he'd been watching her all along. She hadn't thought much about the gargoyles perched on the roof. "Do you have paper?"

"We'll take care of that afterwards."

"After what?" 

"I think you should take a bath."

"What? Are you saying I'm dirty?" 

"No, just sweaty. I want you to be comfortable in your surroundings." He gestured to the folding screen. "Over there."

Watching him to make sure he wasn't going to make any sudden moves, she got up and went to the folding screen. When she pulled one of the panels back, sure enough, the claw-footed tub was filled halfway with water. 

"The water will be cold." 

"It's warm."

"Maybe you should leave," she said. 

"I'm used to watching, so that's what I plan to do." He folded his arms across his broad chest. "Now, Leesa." Smiling, he turned the chair so that it was facing her. 

"You just had the water here waiting for someone to bathe?" she asked.

"It's always waiting in case I have guests. I used enchantments."

She couldn't imagine what guests a gargoyle would have in an abandoned mansion. "Are you a magician?" 

"No, just a gargoyle." He patted his large, sandaled foot on the marble floor. "And I'm becoming an impatient gargoyle. Don't keep me waiting." 

"Am I your first guest?" Maybe she could keep him talking. The prospect of undressing in front of him filled her with dread. "Is the other gargoyle on the roof like you?"

"No. That one is made of stone," he said. "And yes, you are my first real guest."

"How long have you been here?"

"Leesa, I'm waiting." He inclined his head towards the tub. "Or don’t you want the riches you came for?"

Sighing, Leesa removed her cape and her shirt. As nervous as she was, she had to keep the end result in mind. The treasure. It would help her grandmother and the others. That was the most important thing right now. Not her modesty. 

Her fingers trembled as she unfastened her belt and let the worn leather strap fall to the floor. A gargoyle was watching her undress. She hadn't done this in front of anyone since Eduardo. Her betrothed. Their first time together, they'd snuck away and had made love in the forest back when it had been lush and green. 

She stepped out of her pants and stood before the gargoyle in only her undergarments. Biting her lips, Leesa willed herself to stop trembling.  

"Come here," he said.

She took a few tentative steps. 

"I told you we don't eat humans. Don't you believe me?"

She did. Sort of. She went over to him. 

He pulled her underpants down and let them drop to the floor. "Not what I would expect a princess to wear," he remarked. 

"I made them."

"Rough fabric. You're not much of a seamstress, are you?"

"I'm not a seamstress at all," she snapped. "I was trained to fight." How dare he? "Did you want me to undress so you could insult my fabric choices?"

He chuckled. "My apologies, Princess. But the days of fighting and conquest are over. It's a new world now."

"You're a philosopher too? I never knew gargoyles were so cultured."

"There's a lot you don't know about me." He reached up and pulled the knitted fabric that bound her breasts, exposing them. "Lovely."

Her face burned as he appraised her. Torn between embarrassment and excitement, she wasn't quite sure how to navigate either. Yes, he was a gargoyle and this hadn't been her idea, but there was something about him that was giving her feelings she hadn't expected. Feelings that had been dormant for a long time. 

The gargoyle stood up and pulled the fabric over her head, then he tossed it on the bed. Staring down at her, he smoldered, his dark brown eyes locked with hers. Leesa had expected that he'd be as cold as marble, but the heat coming off his body wasn't like any stone she'd ever felt.

"Time for your bath, Princess." He smiled and resumed his seat. "There's soap on the table."

By now she wasn't so uncomfortable about being naked in front of him. Funny how her apprehension had disappeared so quickly. Leesa picked up the bottle and stepped into the tub. As she settled back, tension left her body. It had been a long time since she'd had a bath in warm water. Especially one that she hadn't had to fill herself. 

It was easy to forget that the gargoyle was sitting only a couple of feet away, watching her every move. But there was something about it that excited her too. Leesa poured soap out of the bottle and smoothed it over her skin. Applying it in a steady stream, then slowly rubbing it in. Splashing the water over herself to rinse off the thick, sweet liquid. 

"That's enough." 

"I'm not finished." The bath was so comfortable and relaxing. A few more minutes wouldn't hurt.

"You're clean enough, Princess." The gargoyle came to his feet and took two long strides. "Let me help you."

She stood up and took his hand to support her as she stepped out. But before she could completely get her footing, he picked her up and carried her to the bed.

"Wait a minute-"

He set her down on the bed and went to the dressing table. After a moment's deliberation, he picked up a cut glass bottle containing light blue liquid. He removed the stopper and poured a bit of it into his palm.

"What are you going to do?" she asked. 

"What do you think?"

Starting with her shoulders, he slathered the cream into her skin. Up her arms, then down again. Then over her breasts, gently squeezing her nipples as he went. Then over her stomach. How far was he going to go? 

He answered her unspoken question by turning her over on her stomach. Massaging her from the shoulder blades, the moving down to her hips. Kneading and caressing them, then running his thumb between her butt cheeks. Finally his firm hands massaged her legs and her feet, leaving no part of her untouched. 

Here she was in an abandoned mansion with a gargoyle rubbing cool, sweet lotion all over her body. Was this really happening? 

By the time he was finished, she was relaxed enough for a nap. Reclining on the soft furs in the cozy room made her feel like she was enclosed in a most comfortable cocoon. 

It certainly beat being at the pub with the smell of stale beer, and soldiers who hadn't washed in days, if not weeks. Or the castle, bare and drafty with none of the comforts she was surrounded with right now. 

When he was finished, he returned the bottle back to the dressing table. "Now, you're presentable."

"Presentable? Where are we going? I need something to wear."

"I suppose you should put something on. Unless you want to stay as you are?" He smiled, his dark brown eyes filled with amusement. 

"You wouldn't mind that, would you?" she asked.

"Not one bit." 

Was he going to stand there staring at her? Suddenly aware of her nakedness, Leesa pulled one of the furs across her. "Are you going to get something for me?"

"Must I? That fur doesn't cover as much as you think, Princess. I can still see your—"

"Stop!" She sat up and wrapped the pelt around her. "Get me something to wear." Was he going to be like this the entire time? 

"Say, please."

"Please," she whispered. How exasperating he was!

"Louder. I didn't hear you." 

"Please give me something to wear, gargoyle."

"My name is, Willem. I suppose I should have told you that when we first met." There was a chest of drawers next to the dressing table. He opened a drawer and, after picking through the contents, pulled out a light blue sheer, lacy gown. "I think this will do." Instead of giving it to her, he held it aloft. 

"Well?" She held out her hand, reluctant to let go of the fur. 

"Come now, Princess. Why so modest all of a sudden?" he teased, holding the garment beyond her reach. "If you want the gown, come and get it."

If she could only wipe that smirk off his face! Leesa slowly stuck one leg out from under the furs. 

"Now the other," Willem said. "I can hold this gown all day, Princess. I'm used to standing in one place for hours at a time."

Of course he was. He was a gargoyle, wasn't he? A rude, exasperating man who looked like a stone statue come to life. If only she hadn't come here! But she had to help her grandmother and her people. They needed food and clothing. 

Leesa threw back the pelts and eased off the bed. One step, then another and another brought her closer to Willem. When the gown was within her grasp, she grabbed it and pulled, but he didn't release it. 

"Please give me the gown," she requested. 

"No."

"What did you say?" How dare he? Gargoyles were incredibly rude. She was sure of it now. 

"Let go," he said.

She complied. Staring up at him only reminded her of how tall he was. At least six feet, and maybe a half foot above that. From close up, he looked more human and less stone-like. 

Willem held up the gown so that it caught the reflected light of the skylight. "This is enchanted, Princess. Made by the fairies of the Great Forest. It will disappear outside of the mansion."

"The Great Forest? That's on the other side of the world." It was a magical place filled with flowers and trees that were found nowhere else. A place where strange creatures – half man and half beast – roamed and played with fairies and fauns. At least that's what she'd heard at the pub. 

"I know. I've been there," Willem said. "At night, when the gargoyles get their power from the moonlight, they can fly across the world. Or sometimes, they fly to castles over the hill, and look at princesses as they sleep." With a wink, he held the garment out to her. "Here it is."

Leesa snatched it out of his hands and shook it out. The gown was even lighter than it looked. So soft that it felt like the petals of a delicate flower. So sheer, that she could see her hands through the fabric. It would be like wearing nothing at all. 

"It's not to your liking?" Willem asked. 

"It's beautiful." 

"Then put it on, Princess. I want to see you in it," he said. 

Leesa lifted the fabric above her head and let the garment drape over her. It was sleeveless, with an empire waist trimmed with dark blue ribbon. 

"Ah," Willem said. "Just as I imagined it would look on you."

"Do you have shoes?" she asked. 

"You won't need them, Princess. This is your home for the next three weeks. You'll have whatever you desire." He motioned around him. "The bath will always be filled and the stone floors warm. And if they're not..." He pointed to the fireplace. 

The logs stacked there burst into flame, crackling while tongues of red and gold illuminated the hearth. 

"How did you do that?" Leesa gasped. "You are a magician."

"I learned how to use the enchantments Varmont left here. That's all." He glanced up at the skylight. "It will be dark soon. I must go attend to things. I'll return with paper for you to write a note to your grandmother."

"Wait, my horse. He's in the barn."

"Miral will be safe. I'll tend to him," Willem replied, as he walked away. 

"How do you know his name? How do you know so much about me?"

He stopped, but didn't turn to face her. "I know all about you, Princess. I've watched you for quite a while. I knew you would come here one day."

"But, how did you—"

The door slammed before she could get all the words out. A moment later she heard a click as the lock fell into place. Willem was just a gargoyle, yet he had magic and knew about her and her family. There was something more going on.

•  •
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2 In The Fire
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It was evening by the time Willem returned. Above her, stars twinkled, their light reflecting off the glass panes of the skylight. 

He entered carrying a silver tray topped by a domed silver cover. "Dinner is served, Princess".

"The moon is barely up. Too early for dinner." 

"Then, have a snack." Willem set the tray on the table at the foot of the bed. "I've also brought paper and a quill." 

Leesa lifted the cover of the tray. Little square pastel-colored cakes were arranged on the shiny white plate. "Did you make these?" Gargoyles cooked as well? 

"Whatever you desire will be available to you. Just close the lid and imagine it." 

"Then can I create enough riches to take back to the castle? Gold and silver and—"

Willem shook his head. "No, Princess. It can't create things like that. Only food and drink." He pulled the chair out and sat at the table. "Besides, why would you do that? I've already told you that you'll get the things you need."

"Suppose you change your mind?" Leesa popped one of the cakes into her mouth. It was sweet, and lemony with a frosting that melted on her tongue. 

"I gave my word." Willem set the paper and quill on the table in front of him. "How is the cake?"

"Delicious. We don't have things like this at the castle. Not anymore." 

"Is life there so hard?" he asked.

"Yes it is, but I don't do it alone. My grandmother is there working too. In the gardens and helping in the kitchens." Leesa sat across from him. 

"Queen Cicely. If I remember correctly, her informal title is, Malida. It means, "great mother" in the old Roselaga language. Doesn't it?" 

"You know her?" This was a surprise. "I call her by that title." How did the gargoyle know about that?

"She was a benevolent ruler in her time. Then she turned the throne over to your mother. Correct?"

"Yes, when my mother wed my father. He was a prince of the people in the Metilan Valley. Their country borders the sea. When they married, he came here to rule over Roselaga with my mother. They ruled together until..." Lessa blinked back tears. "Until the Duke and his son, Erokan attacked us."

"Is that when you learned to fight, Princess?" he asked.

"Yes, I wanted to join them in battle. But they wouldn't let me."

Willem held the quill out to her. "Come. Write the note. Tell Malida that you're staying in town with friends. You have business. You'll return soon."

"There's no ink." She took the quill and ran her fingers over the brush of purple and black feathers.  

Chuckling, Willem pushed the yellowed sheet of paper across the table. "It's enchanted. Go ahead. Write."

Writing the note was even easier than it would've been with a regular quill and a bottle of ink. Her words formed in dark purple, letters written with flourishes that she would never have been capable of on her own. 

Dearest Malida, Please don't worry. I'm trading for some of our supplies. My friends are letting me stay with them in town. I'll see you at the full moon. Tell everyone I'm bringing seed and valuable items that we can use to purchase livestock. All will be well again. Take care, Leesa. 

When she finished, she handed the paper and quill to the gargoyle. He'd been watching her the entire time, not blinking, not moving.

"Well done, my lady. I'll go now and deliver it. Feel free to have your dinner before I return, if you wish." He stood up and rolled up the paper. 

Leesa jumped up, almost knocking her chair over. "Don't lock the door this time."

Willem turned to face her. "Why? Going somewhere?"

"I don't like being locked in, that's all."

"I do it for your safety, Princess. Intruders have been known to come here, especially at night."

"The local people are too afraid. They think the Duke put a curse on the palace," she said.

"You came. In the daytime, no less," Willem said. "Very bold of you."

"I was desperate."

"So am I, and I need you to be protected." Willem opened the door. "I'll be back later."

"How long?" Even though the room was lit by the fireplace, the thought of being here alone at night was unsettling.  

"Will you miss me?" He grinned, which only emphasized his pointy chin. "I'm happy to hear that. Don't worry, I'll be back in time for bed." 

"For bed?" Her heart slammed in her chest. 

His only response was a wink. After he walked out, he closed the door and locked it. 

Leesa folded her arms across her chest, as though the gesture would stop her from trembling. When the gargoyle returned, he'd want more from her than just company. Would she be able to...how did one have relations with a gargoyle? Were they like human men? 

She'd only been with one man. Her betrothed, Eduardo. Eduardo. Her love who was lost to her forever. If only she had the magic to change the past. But no magician had that power. Even with all his enchantments, neither did Willem. 

Suddenly chilled in her weightless gown, Leesa went over to the fire and knelt in front of it. Gazing into the orange and gold flames she saw an image of herself on her betrothal day. That day, five years before when she'd just turned 25. 

Her face was rounder, her long tightly coiled hair braided with little blue and white flowers woven into the locks. She wore a light blue silken dress with a rounded neckline that dipped ever so slightly at her cleavage. Her betrothal gown. 

In the fire, her anxieties and her mourning over her lost family were nonexistent. Her golden brown skin glowing in the bright sunlight, she was bursting with excitement and joy. Her parents had worked out the wedding terms with the Duke, and she finally had their permission to wed Eduardo. 

The young woman in her vision was full of joy, skipping through the Silver Palace gardens, searching for her husband-to-be. Eduardo was standing at the end of one of the paths, dressed in a blue tunic and pants that matched the color of her dress. When he turned, he rested his hand on the hilt of the shiny silver sword hanging from a leather belt at his waist. 

Above him, the drooping boughs of the Heart Rose tree formed a blood red canopy. A tree of magic and enchantment. Lovers who pledged their love under it would never be separated. 

Laughing, Eduardo held out his arms to her. Merriment in his brown eyes, he drew her close before planting a kiss on her forehead. Memories of that day assaulted her senses, taunting her with what she had lost. The soft breeze ruffling his light brown curly hair, the slight sheen of sweat on his tanned skin, the way the hairs on his chin tickled her as their lips met. Why did he always forget to shave? 

Leesa wrapped her arms around him in return, pressing so close that she felt the vibration of his heart. 

"My love," he whispered. "When I return from the battle, we'll have our wedding day."

"Don't go. Please." 

"I can't disobey my father, Leesa. He's sending me to fight," he said. "The Alderan king has issued a challenge. We must answer it."

"No, don't," she pleaded. "Your father challenged them first. He wants to make war on all the royal houses. Don't you see? He'll come for my family next. Please don't go, Eduardo. You can talk to him and get him to see reason."

"If he wanted to destroy Roselaga, he would never have wanted us to wed." He kissed her. "When I return, I'll talk to him. It won't be long. A month. That's all. I promise. I'll return to you, Leesa. I swear it to you. I'll return...I'll return...I'll return..."

As his voice drifted off, the image dissipated, then finally faded into the fire. 

"No!" Leesa cried. "Eduardo, come back!" 

But the only response was the crackling of the flames. Unsteady, Leesa came to her feet and bumped into the table next to the tub, almost knocking over the cut glass bottle filled with the sweet soap.  

In that moment, anguish ripped through her, and she lashed out. Leesa picked up the bottle and flung it at the fireplace. It hit the mantel and shattered, spilling the liquid across the pinkish-white marble.  

She hated this room. Hated being here in this palace where Eduardo had lived. She'd been a fool to come here. When Willem returned, she'd tell him she wanted to leave. It didn't matter if she didn’t get any of the riches. The only thing that mattered was getting as far away from this place as she could.
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"Leesa? Leesa, I'm back."

"Huh?" She sat up so quickly that one of the pillows slid off the bed. "How late is it?"

"Midnight." Willem closed the door behind him. As he approached the bed, his leathery wings receded until they disappeared from view. "I dropped off your note. Then I took a trip."

"Your wings are so large." Leesa wiped the sleep from her eyes. "Where do they go?"

Willem smiled. "Does that matter? Did you eat?" He lifted the silver dome. The cakes were still there. "I told you to imagine what you wanted."

"Lost my appetite." She slid back on the bed and leaned against the stone headboard. "Willem, I think it would be best if I went home. I really don't want to stay here for three weeks. This place makes me unhappy."

His brows knitted over his dark eyes. "What happened?"

"The fire. I saw a vision of Eduardo and me on our betrothal day. It was terrible."

"You saw the man you loved. Why is that terrible?" Willem asked. 

"It's a reminder of what I lost," Leesa replied.

Silence fell over them, only broken by the sound of the crackling fire. The gargoyle strode over to it and waved his hand from left to right. The flames died down, but didn't go out. Now the room was darkened, with only the warm orange glow for light. 

"It's been a long day," Willem said. "Time for bed. You'll feel better when the sun comes up."

Leesa pulled the fur pelts out of the way so she could climb in. "If I keep this gown on, do you have others?" she asked.

"Certainly." He turned his back to her and slid the leather straps off his shoulders. "But you can take it off, you know."

As she settled under the covers, she watched the flickering light reflected off Willem's broad back. Muscles flexed as he removed his clothing. His skirt fell to the floor, revealing a taut, firm backside. 

When he turned, she almost gasped when she saw his member. Well, one thing she had heard gossiped about was true. Gargoyles were larger than human males. Not that she was an expert. She'd only seen one man's cock, after all. Other than that, she and the other young women giggled and speculated. Unfortunately with so many of the young men having been killed in the battles, there weren't many prospects. 

Unfazed by his nakedness, Willem lifted the silver dome to get one of the little cakes. He munched on it, then took another before replacing the cover. 

"Not taking off your sandals?" she asked.

He grinned. "Thank you for reminding me, Princess." After popping the second cake into his mouth, he settled on the end of the bed. His back to her, he reached down to untie the straps, and in the process provided her with a tantalizing view of his butt cheeks. 

Swallowing, Leesa shivered as she examined him in the flickering light. Shadows playing over his toned back and arms. Her heart was racing at the thought of sharing a bed with him. What would happen once he joined her? Would he want her to...to service him right away? 

Willem finished his task and climbed up on the bed, causing it to bounce slightly as he made his way up to where she was. Leesa moved over to give him space. He slid under the covers and pulled the furs over them. 

Settling himself on a fluffy pillow, he turned on his side to face her. "Are you comfortable?" he asked.

"Yes." Could he feel her trembling? What would she do if he touched her? "Are you?"

Chuckling, he leaned closer and whispered in her ear. "I am very comfortable."

"Um...I'm glad." She was on her back, and not sure if she should turn away from him or not. In fact, she was afraid to move at all. But she had to admit that it hadn't been unpleasant to watch him get undressed.

Willem dropped his large hand on her breast, caressing her with the skill of a practiced lover. He cupped it and ran his thumb over her nipple, gently coaxing it to hardness.

A moan escaped her lips before she could stop it.  Not sure how to respond, she was afraid to move. 

"Is this pleasurable, my lady?" he asked, amusement in his voice. 

"Yes, it is." 

"Good. Because I want to give you pleasure. There's nothing to fear." Willem pressed against her and licked her ear, using his tongue to trace the lobe. His hot breath tickled her, making her jerk in response.

"What is it?" he asked. "Are you ticklish?" He took her ear lobe into his mouth and sucked, nipping it with his teeth.

"Willem!" An ache deep inside her reminded her of feelings she'd thought she'd forgotten.

"Tell me about your life at the castle," he requested, his fingers still teasing her breast.

"W-what?" Did he expect to have a conversation with her while he was touching her like that? "It's...um...it's better than it was. We grow a few vegetables and we sew and...and..." Wetness between her legs distracted her. "We...we take in local people who can't make it on their own. The Duke's enchantments destroyed the forest and the crops. Our livestock died and...and..."  

Of course he would pick now to lick her ear again. 

"And?" he asked, oblivious to the distractions he was causing. "Go on."

"And...we do our best. But we can't grow enough. The people are losing hope."

"Duke Varmont used magic he couldn't control," Willem said. "He wished to destroy the aristocracy so he could claim their lands. But in the end, he destroyed everything, including himself."

"But why? He could've lived here with money and lands of his own. No one was bothering him."

"He gained all his possessions by using enchantments. He never felt that he was on the same level as the royals like you and your family," Willem said. "Jealousy and resentment burned within him. He could never be happy because there would never be enough."

"How long have you been here?" she asked. "You weren't here when Eduardo was here."

"No, I wasn't. Erokan brought me here. That's how I know what he and his father did to the people of Roselaga and other kingdoms they fought against. I saw it all."

"But the Duke and Erokan are dead. Why stay?" she asked.

"I have no other home, Princess. I am bound here." Another lick along her earlobe. 

"Willem, what are you doing? You're distracting me!" she protested. Did he want a conversation or not? 

"My dear, Princess. I'm not used to having guests. You'll have to deal with my bad manners." 

"Do you want me to...I mean...are we going to..." How could she ask it outright?

He sighed. "I will not force you to do anything, my lady. But I suggest we rest tonight. There will be time for other things later." 

And with that, he turned her on her side so he could spoon himself against her. Pressed so tightly that his gargoyle-sized cock was firmly in contact with her backside. To make sure she stayed in place, he put an arm around her. 

"Now, sleep, Princess."

How was she going to manage that after he'd aroused her? In spite of being made of stone, the heat from his body warmed her much more than the fur pelts. And his musky, masculine scent reminded her of that day in the gardens with Eduardo. 

"Do gargoyles need sleep?" she asked. 

"No. But I am a bit tired from my travels. So, I'll rest here with you. There will be time for amusements later." He rested his hand on her breast.

"I don't know what you mean." But she could certainly guess. 

"Yes, you do, Princess." He licked her ear again. "I have no doubt that you know exactly what I mean."

•  •
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3 Worthy of a Princess

[image: ]




When Leesa woke up the room was washed in bright sunshine. Willem was gone, but he'd tucked the furs around her. Orange embers glowed in the hearth, reminding her of her vision in the fire. Last night she'd wanted to leave, but now she wasn't so sure. Being cradled in Willem's embrace had eased her hurt. 

She got up and went to check behind the folding screen. Just as Willem had said, clear, fragrant water filled the claw-foot tub. But right now she wanted to have something to break the fast. Rubbing her grumbling stomach, Leesa padded over to the silver lidded tray. 

"I want fresh fruit and fresh-baked bread." She closed her eyes and conjured an image of the meal, right down to the moisture clinging to the skin of the apples and oranges. When she lifted the lid, her breakfast was exactly as she'd imagined it. Rosemary sprigs were sprinkled on the top of the loaf. Next to it was a small dish of butter. A bowl of sliced citrus fruit and reddish-pink apples sat next to it. The aroma of fresh-baked bread filled her nostrils, making her mouth water. 

How long had it been since she'd had these delicacies? These days her breakfast consisted of oatmeal or tough, brown bread. But this meal was a welcome reminder of the little things she'd enjoyed before the wars and devastation. 

Leesa tore off a piece of the loaf and munched. Should she bathe first? Or have breakfast? Her thoughts immediately went to Willem. He'd been so intent on watching her bathe. Where was he? 

If he didn't return and she remained locked in, what then? 

Fear gripped her as she rushed to the door. No one would know she was here. Her grandmother believed her to be in town with friends. She'd be trapped. 

Leesa slid her fingers around the silver doorknob. Was there a chance he'd left it unlocked? Yes! It did turn, so easily that it swung open with little effort. 

As soon as she stepped over the threshold, a draft of cool air made her shiver. Maybe a window was open in one of the rooms. Then again, her gown wasn't much of a covering. Was this a test? Would she forfeit the riches he'd promised if she left the room? 

"Willem!" Her voice echoed through the empty landing. Was she really so sure that the gargoyle would keep his word? Maybe she could gather up some of the enchantments to take with her. Her grandmother might know how to use them. 

She'd use one of the pelts to cover herself. Then she'd get what she could and get Miral from the barn. 

Leesa grabbed the thickest fur, then went to the glass cabinet. Unfortunately this door didn't open. Pulling on the golden handle did nothing. What if she broke the glass? But with what? 

Maybe the candelabra would do. She took it from the mantel and weighed it. Heavy silver with an even heavier base. Shielding her face, she aimed it towards the middle of the one of the panels. 

But instead of breaking it, the candelabra bounced off the glass and threw her off balance. 

"What is this?" After regaining her footing, she examined the pane with her fingertips. No chips or cracks. Nothing. Enchanted, no doubt. Like everything else in the room. 

Maybe there was something else she could do. Leesa closed her eyes and imagined a plate filled with pearls and crystals and precious jewels. They could trade them and get what they needed. 
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