
  
    
      STRANDS OF GOLD

      
        CURSED KINGDOMS

      

    

    
      
        GAIL CHIANESE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: GAIL CHIANESE]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        If you want more…

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      In seven days, Rapunzel Gray—Elle to her friends, or she would have called them that if she had any left—could kiss her freedom goodbye. Not that she actually had any freedom now or for the past six years, fifty-one weeks, eleven hours and however many minutes since the sorcerer, Otto, had kidnapped her.

      Not that she was counting.

      She paced the narrow stone room, bare feet slapping the cold floor, hands waving through the air, practicing the words in her head. Her gaze flickered to the open window, making her lose her rhythm.

      She had to escape. It was now or never.

      Not that she hadn’t tried before. She’d lost count of the times she’d tried and failed. Otto may be old, but he was crafty and had been siphoning Elle’s magic for years. The binding spell on the tower was strong and complex. However, Elle had been watching, studying the old codger’s every move, and practicing every chance she got.

      Today would be her day.

      Freedom was in the air.

      She could practically taste it. Smell it. Feel it.

      Her stomach gave a little flip as her breakfast threatened to come back up. “That’s just nerves, Phil,” she said to her only companion, a stubborn potted philodendron sunbathing on a stool in the corner. Phil waved one wilted leaf in encouragement. To most, it would seem odd naming a plant, but when you spent ninety percent of your time alone, it was perfectly reasonable. Not to name him when you talked to him all day long, every day, would have been downright rude.

      “Okay, here goes everything. Wish me luck, and someday I’ll come back for you. I promise. First, I need to get out of here, break his hold on me, and regain full control of my magic again. Maybe when I reunite with my family and our coven, I’ll be strong enough to defeat the old buzzard. That’s if I can even find them.”

      She took a deep breath, releasing it slowly.

      “Third time’s the charm, Phil.”

      Phil lifted his leaf as if giving her the thumbs up, or maybe he was flipping her off. Hard to tell with a philodendron.

      She checked Phil’s soil—again—to make sure he didn’t need water. Adjusted his position to make sure his leaves didn’t get burned by any sunbeams. It was silly, but she was nervous, like she just knew something different was going to happen this time.

      She prayed to the Goddess that she was right.

      The flippity-flop of her stomach definitely wasn’t because she’d miss this place. Really, no. A single bed with a threadbare blanket. Otto never stayed the night. Thank the Goddess. A handful of books that she’d read a dozen times over. A gazillion sketches she’d made over the years of animals she’d watched from her tower windows. A small table to eat at, and let’s not forget the frigging vines that clung to the walls and tended to grow at night, tickling her toes when she slept.

      The only thing of sentimental value was Phil, who would have to stay behind. It was time. What little food she had was tied up in a cloth sack by the window so she could grab it as she made her escape. With a hand pressed against her stomach, she let out a deep breath and stepped up to the open window. Well, the only window that opened and the only way in or out.

      Elle closed her eyes and twisted her fingers in the practiced pattern, whispering the binding words under her breath. Threads of shimmering hair magically intertwined into a glowing ladder, stretching from the window toward the mossy ground far below.

      She grinned. “Yes! Yes, that's it!”

      Her pulse raced like after a day chasing butterflies as a child. Laughter escaped her lips. This was it. She’d finally broken the secret of the binding spell. Soon she’d be free and on her way home.

      Home.

      Could she find the way?

      Sure, she’d been staring out the window for years, mapping out a route, but she honestly had no idea if that was the right direction. She only knew it was the opposite direction Otto always went when he left. It didn’t take being a high priestess to guess the old codger steered clear of his former home after kidnapping a child. Plus, Elle was pretty sure Otto had been banned. To be honest, she’d been a typical teen in those days. Her head in the clouds or rather focused on herself, her friends, and one dreamy male witch named Dieter.

      It was her stupid infatuation with Dieter that enabled Otto to nab her so easily. She knew, sadly, she wasn’t the only young woman to fall for such a horrible play. A forged note. A clandestine meeting with a lover. Never to be seen again.

      She’d been warned. But did she listen to her parents? Noooo. Of course not. She was seventeen and full of raging hormones. Love, or rather lust, guided her decisions. And where did that lead her? To a tower prison.

      Well, never again.

      When she got out, she was never falling in love again.

      Yeah, yeah, yeah. Never say never, but she actually meant it. Besides, the coven didn’t need her to provide the next generation to lead them. She had six sisters to step up and handle that responsibility. Being the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter is why Otto had picked her, that and being young and gullible.

      “When I get free, I’m going to explore the world. See the seven kingdoms. Have adventures. Make some real friends. No offense, Phil.”

      She imagined if Phil could talk, he’d say, no offense taken. He was a pretty laid-back plant after all.

      The strands started to slip. No, focus, you have to hold the weave steady. Elle pushed all other thoughts aside as she closed her eyes and envisioned the spell, twisted the magical gold strands in the air in front of her, and imagined them lengthening before her. The first few feet held firm. The ladder shimmered gold and bright—and then the flow faded as the strands slipped and her hair settled on the bare stone at her feet.

      Elle let out a very unladylike snort and flopped backward onto her sad, lumpy bed. “Why? What did I do wrong this time?”

      Phil rustled his leaves in what she chose to believe was sympathy.

      Staring up at the cracked stone ceiling, Elle sighed. She should have listened to her parents all those years ago. Respect the magic, they’d said. Pay attention and get your head out of the clouds. Someday you’re going to need to know these spells, they’d repeated again and again.

      And yet, here she was. Alone, trapped, and one week away from becoming a permanent fixture of Otto’s cursed tower. No family, no freedom—and uncontrollable, weak magic.

      “I refuse to quit. Not today,” she whispered. “Today, I break free.”

      She pulled herself up and dusted off her palms. The ladder spell hadn’t worked...yet. But she’d try again. And again. And again, if she had to.

      Because Elle Gray did not give up.

      Never again.

      Especially not to a man who wanted to chain her to a life she’d never chosen for herself.

      Somewhere in the forest below, she imagined the wide world breathing—wild and free and waiting for her.

      And she was so close to reaching it.

      Phil gave a faint swish as his leaves drooped, and she sighed. “Don't you quit on me, too.”

      Running her fingers through her golden hair to untangle the strands, Elle rolled her shoulders and faced the window. The sun was sinking low behind the treetops. Magic prickled her palms.

      This time, she swore she’d get it right.

      No matter what.

      Before she could try again, three sharp raps rang out against the stone wall.

      “Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair.” Otto sneered from the ground below when she poked her head out the window as her hair began to weave into a magical ladder. “Hurry up, girl. I don’t have all day.”

      Quickly, she toed over the tub used to wash her clothes to hide the parcel of food she had planned to escape with. That would surely catch Otto’s attention. As soon as the spell finished, she looped the long braid over the hook and waited. Arms crossed. Toes tapping. Hopefully, today’s visit would be short and sweet and she could get back to her plan.

      The geezer was actually wheezing as he climbed over the window ledge. Huh. Served him right for sealing off the stairs. He should try being her.

      She didn’t say a word, just arched her brow, as he stood staring at her.

      “What have you been up to?” he asked?

      Really? Like she had so many options.

      “This and that,” she replied with honey dripping off her tongue.

      “Insolent child.” He dropped a cloth bundle onto the lone table in the corner. “There’s enough food in there to last you a few days. A week if you’re careful.”

      Normally, he brought her fresh food every other day. But could it be? Could he be going away for longer? That would give her more time to make her escape.

      “Is that your new plan? To starve me into submission?”

      “If only I thought it would work. I have a job to do. It’ll take some time, but have no worry. I’ll be back in time for your birthday.” A slow smile spread as evil filled his eyes. “You’ll have one last chance then. Either marry me or perish forever in this tower.”

      He was such a cliché.
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      It took little to make Caden Lomond a contented wolf, with being left alone and not getting strong-armed into accepting a quest at the top of the list. Okay, not true, but it was a start. He wasn’t sure anything could make him happy these days. It had been a long time since he’d felt remotely anything but lonely and unsatisfied with life.

      But back to his quest. Find the girl and rescue her before midnight on the new moon. Sounded easy enough except that she’d disappeared almost seven years ago without a trace. Or so her family thought. Unknown to them, the old hag who had sent him on this mission held the secrets to the child’s disappearance. If he didn’t owe the witch a life-debt for saving his very skin, he would have turned her in to the witch’s council.

      There were lines you didn’t cross, he thought, and harming children was way, way over that freaking line.

      He’d rescue the girl, return her to her family, repay his debt, and be free. Piece of cake. No clue what he’d do after. Go back to his solitary life in these foreign woods most likely. It was the safest option. Going home was not, nor would he be welcomed in another pack after his alpha exiled him. Shifters were a gossipy bunch, and word travelled.

      Unfortunately, while the witch, Helena, knew who took Rapunzel, she didn’t know where he’d taken her. Helena had warned him that the sorcerer responsible was wily, powerful, and not to be trusted. Fine by him. Caden trusted very few. Helena had drawn him a map showing the last place she’d seen Otto before being hit with a sleep spell. She gave him one of Rapunzel’s old scarves, hoping he could catch her scent. It was a long shot at best after so many years.

      It’d been three days with no leads. He’d run into a few hunters, but none of them knew of the old man or the girl. He’d scented nothing out of place until mid-morning.

      Magic wafted off his prey like a teenage wolf after a training session. Either the sorcerer was overly confident or he’d lost his touch because the guy wandered through the forest without so much as a backward glance. He made more noise than a pack running under a full moon. Still, Caden kept his distance in case the old guy was leading him into a trap.

      After a few hours, the sorcerer slowed his steps as he neared a mysterious bank of fog. Caden hid behind a boulder, peeking around the edges. The sorcerer turned his head for a moment, as if he were listening to the sounds of the forest. Caden didn’t so much as breathe. Then, the sorcerer stepped into the fog and kept walking. While Caden couldn’t see him, he could still hear the man. Anyone within a mile could hear the guy.

      As Caden crept toward the fog, dampness settled into his bones. The hair on his arms and neck stood at attention as an oily taste coated his mouth. Magic. It skittered along his skin, sending his heart racing. If he’d been human, he’d have turned tail and run. Instead, he stuck his arm into the mist and pulled it back out. Nothing. The wily old goat had conjured a mystical fog meant to deter others from following, but he hadn’t filled it with booby-traps. At least, Caden hoped not as he stepped forward. Five feet later he was back in the forest, and the mist was behind him. The sorcerer was a good hundred or so yards in front of him by the sound.

      A tantalizing fragrance wafted through the air, stopping Caden. stopped as a new smell hit his nose. He inhaled deeply, letting the scent settle. Soft. Sweet. Feminine.

      He pulled the scarf out of his backpack. One sniff, faint but there, was all it took to confirm—he’d found his target.

      Up ahead, bright sunlight filtered through the as the trees thinned out. Caden slipped behind a enormous oak where he could check out what lay ahead. The sorcerer stood at the base of a round stone tower.

      “Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair,” the man called out.

      A few seconds later, a golden rope dropped from a tower window. The old man climbed, but Caden could see that it took all he had to haul himself up. Why would a sorcerer not conjure a real ladder or stairs? Why tax himself? Things didn’t add up. Caden had smelled the magic on the man in the woods. Why didn’t he use it now? Surely there was an easier way to access the tower for one so powerful?

      The witch had been terrified of the sorcerer when talking to Caden. But watching the old man stirred none of those feelings. For now, he settled in and waited. Better to be fully informed and prepared. He’d rather not have to fight the sorcerer if he could avoid it.

      He already had a black stain on his soul. He didn’t need to add to the damage. Karma could be a bitch. Truth be told, he wished on most days that the witch had left him to die. Had let Karma claim her retribution for his past mistakes. It would have solved so much. Everyone would have been better off with him out of this world. They would have been safer. But that was a problem for another day.

      As the old man climbed the rope, a vision from the Goddess appeared in the window. Caden’s breath caught in the back of his throat. A rhythmic pulse beat louder and louder in his ears, drowning out the sounds of the forest. He reached out with an uncontrollable need to touch her face, but she was too far out of range.

      The sorcerer couldn’t leave soon enough.

      Caden soothed his inner wolf with promises that he knew he couldn’t keep. The beauty in the tower could never be his, not with his past, not with the darkness he carried. But man, he craved to run his hands over her creamy skin. To taste her plump, rosy lips. To breathe in her sweet scent.

      But that wasn’t why he was there…watching from the shadows, a place he was used to living. He was there to rescue her, not drag her down into the murky existence of his life.
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      “Rapunzel,” a strange voice called out to her about an hour after Otto left the tower. A giddy, almost uncontrollable sensation rushed through her body. In all these years, she’d never had another visitor, but as his words sunk in, suspicion replaced her joy. “Fair maiden, come to the window.”

      Elle stuck her head out the open window and looked down. What trick of Otto’s was this now? She’d give the old goat credit, for he had to be behind the visit. How else would this stranger know her name? If Otto was trying to test her, he’d picked an excellent carrot to tempt her. The man was lean, dark-haired, and his voice held an accent from far away that immediately caught her attention.

      “Who are you?” she asked?

      “My name is Caden.”

      “Is that name supposed to mean something to me? There was no one in my village with that name. What do you want?”

      “I’m here to rescue you.”

      Laughter bubbled up from the depths of her body. “Rescue me? Are you a magic wielder?”

      “Of a sort. I’ve circled the base and can find no door. Why are there no stairs to your tower?”

      “They were sealed off by a sorcerer.”

      “How do you leave your tower then?”

      “I don’t. I’ve been up here for the past six years, fifty-one weeks, thirteen hours and then some.”

      The scowl on his face as he swore loudly should have sent her running—not that she had any place to hide—instead, she sat on the sill and listened with a smile on her face. It’d been a long time since she’d spoken to anyone but Otto, and that was only when she had no other choice. She missed people. Whenever they’d had a visitor to their village, Elle had been right by her mother’s side as they were greeted and welcomed. Listening to stories of faraway places filled her with wonder and a desire to explore the seven kingdoms. Not that her parents would have ever let her go.

      Maybe with good reason, a quiet voice whispered in her head.

      They’d kept a tight rein on Elle and her sisters.

      Not tight enough, as evidenced by her current situation.

      But she didn’t blame her parents for what happened. They’d trusted her. She betrayed that trust. She made the ultimate mistake. And she paid for her actions.

      Caden stopped swearing. “What kind of monster locks a woman up in a tower never to leave?”

      “A misogynistic, self-righteous narcissist filled with evil is my best guess.” As the words slipped from her lips, regret filled her belly. If he’d been sent by Otto to test her, she probably shouldn’t have said what she did. Oh, well. What was Otto going to do? Lock me in a tower for all my days? Been there, done that.

      “Can you use the gold rope to climb down?” He moved to stand directly under the window. “I’ll catch you if you fall.”

      Alpha males.

      She only wished it were that simple. “Um, no. It’s not really a rope. Besides, if it were that easy to leave, I would have left years ago. I’m not afraid of heights. The sorcerer put a spell on the tower. I’m allowed to sit in the window and watch the seasons pass, but I’m not allowed from my keep.”

      “Then I’ll come up and carry you down.”

      “What?” She couldn’t let him in the tower. If Otto found out, he’d kill her or worse…seal the window shut, and she’d lose what little freedom she had and her shot at a real future. “Are you crazy? I don’t know you. Why would I let a stranger into my home? Granted, it’s not much, but still.”

      Did she look stupid?

      “I won’t hurt you.”

      If he thought she’d believe that line, then yes, she did look stupid or incredibly naïve. Just his bad luck. Those days were long gone.

      “Go away. If Otto catches you here, he’ll kill you or turn you into a bat or something.”

      He eyed the rock wall, sinking his fingertips into the mortar, pulling himself up. How was he doing that with his bare hands?

      “I mean it; you need to leave this place. Forget you ever saw me or, better yet, find my village and bring my mother here. She’s a powerful witch.”

      He climbed another foot. “We don’t have time. It took me three days to get here. By the time I return, the full moon will have passed.”

      The full moon? What was he talking about? Then it hit her. On the night of her birthday, the night Otto would seal her in forever if she didn’t give in to his demands, the moon would rise in the night sky in all her glory.

      “Then just leave. I don’t want your death on my conscience.” She couldn’t take it. Besides, she’d gotten herself into this mess. She’d get herself out. “Did you hear me? I said, ‘Leave.’”

      The infuriating man climbed another foot, then another. She glanced around the sparse room, looking for a weapon. Sure, he said he wouldn’t hurt. Said that he was there to rescue her, but how was she to know it wasn’t a trick? It wouldn’t have been the first time Otto had tested her.

      A shiver ran down her spine remembering the last time.

      There was nothing in the room. It wasn’t like she could shove the bed out the window onto his head. But there was… Oh no, she couldn’t. A glance down showed Caden halfway up the tower wall. Elle grabbed Phil, her faithful companion and beloved plant.
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