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To all the dreamers who wish upon a dragon to carry them off into the sunset. 










  
  
Blurb:




She is hunted, he is haunted —together they must face the ghosts of their past to build a future together.


      [image: image-placeholder]Hunted and outcast, Kaya doesn’t trust anyone. Until Ryu. Can she let him in, or will she always be on the run? 

Haunted by his true nature, Ryu fears letting his dragon take control. But with his true mate in danger, can he learn to trust the beast within to keep her safe? 


      [image: image-placeholder]When an ancient curse demands a blood sacrifice, they must each choose whether to fight it and have a future together or break it to save the future of those they love.
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Chapter 1




A Crimson droplet blossomed on her finger like a macabre rose, glistening in the bright moonlight spilling in through the window. Kaya squeezed the droplet and watched it fall into the clear liquid in the small glass vial she held in her other hand. Swirling it, she watched the red streams dance in the mixture, eventually turning it pink as she chanted softly.  

A soft glow emanated from the small vial as she picked up some dried lavender and rosemary petals, sprinkling them into the mixture. Her voice never faltered from the spell. Her tone was a haunting melody which carried through her cottage as she stood under the moonlit window. Dried branches rustled in the wind and scraped against her window in a harmonious accompaniment to her spell. Even the spirits stirred this eve as she went about her work.

As quickly as the glow started, it vanished, turning the liquid clear once more. Picking up a single pink rose petal; she dropped it into the small vial, watching as it unfurled gracefully. Being careful not to accidentally smear more blood from her still bleeding finger on the glass or its contents, she reached for a small copper spoon. 

Only one more step remained. She squeezed another droplet into the spoon filled with a ground charcoal and beeswax mixture. Then, holding the metal spoon over a candle, she melted the wax and carefully poured it into the top of the vial, sealing her magic in the potion. With a heavy sigh, she pressed a small fragment of quartz crystal into the top then placed the finished potion beside two others on her windowsill. 

Her finger throbbed, and her shoulders were tense. The spell took a lot out of her. She hated the need for the blood sacrifice it demanded as her finger always hurt for a few days afterward. It wasn’t that she hated the magic or rituals, per se. It was her magic and those of her ancestors which warded and protected her home from unwanted visitors, after all.

No, what she hated was the judgment and hushed whispers from the local villagers. Blood Witch, they called her from behind their hands as if she couldn’t hear them or see their sneering faces. 

If only she could have been born normal, like her twin sister Elaina. Then she could be welcomed and accepted into the community without fear for her life. Who knows, maybe she could even have a friend with whom she could talk to, or a man she could learn to love. 

The low-hanging branch from the ancient oak outside scraped against the window as if answering her in solidarity. For centuries it had stood there, resolute, and alone, yet unwavering in its resilience. A silent sentinel to the women who had called this cottage home through the years. Is that what will become of me? Always alone? Stuck here until the day I die, and the next witch takes my place?

She looked to where the ancient tome of her spells lay spread open on the table where she worked. The rune of healing and protection weathered and worn from centuries of witches touching it. The enchanted book had been passed down from the first witch in her family, said to have been a descendant of Mystra—goddess of mystery and secrets—and the reason for the magic running through her bloodline. 

Scrutinizing the page, she frowned. People may judge her for her gift, but when they were sick or needed potions or tinctures for their strange ailments, they always came to her first. Hypocrites. All of them. 

Though she knew she was lucky. In other villages, blood mages, and witches were burned at the stake. Here, at least her ancestors had created a sort of dependency upon them, securing a tentative safety for their children and those born with the gift, like her. 

Picking up the tome, she flipped through its ancient and weathered pages. It fell open at a spell near the back. It was a curse. An enchantment scrambled the words which meant she couldn’t read it—yet. As her power grew, so too would her ability to unlock more powerful spells like this one. Tracing the intricate runes on the page, she swore as blood from her finger smeared all over it.

“Ugh,” she groaned, trying to wipe it off with her sleeve, annoyed that her finger wouldn’t stop bleeding. Instead of coming off as most liquids did thanks to the enchantment protecting the tome, the book seemed to drink it up as if it too thirsted for her power. Soaking her blood into itself as if she had willingly given it the sacrifice. 

“Stupid book!” She slammed it shut and placed it on the shelf beside her other books. “Everyone wants my blood, even you.”

Stepping away from the book, she frowned as the moons disappeared behind thick clouds. Tomorrow would be Hunter’s Moon. When Pandora—the larger of the moons—finally caught up and devoured Phæge—the smaller moon—in its annual race around the realm, creating a lunar eclipse. The veil between the living and dead was thinnest on this day as the two moons aligned, and it was also the day her magic was strongest. 

She usually looked forward to the eclipse as it infused her with power, and because it was her birthday—but not this year. Elaina used to go into the village with her, where they would dance around the bonfire and laugh at the little children dressed like monsters and ghosts, trying to keep the evil spirits away. But for nearly eight months, she had been gone. Wed to some local man who forbade Elaina from seeing her. 

Kaya loved her sister, but this time, things had gone too far. Many times, she visited the village to glimpse her, but it was as though she had disappeared off the surface of the world completely. No one had seen or heard from her. She had worried for her safety until a letter came in Elaina’s handwriting, telling her to stop looking for her. 

It had hurt. Kaya wrapped her arms protectively around herself. Who was she kidding? It still hurt, knowing that her only friend and family had abandoned her. For thirteen years, they had been inseparable. As close as two people could be. When their mother passed, and their aunt came to live with them, they had grown closer. They were only children, no more than five winters. On their thirteenth birthday, Aunt Letah started training Kaya as a witch, when her powers first manifested. 

Elaina had become distant. Going more and more into the village to play with the other children, while Kaya was expected to learn and study how to control her magic and use the runes for rituals. Elaina became wilder with each passing year. Always partying and staying out late as she got older. Kaya had begged her aunt to let her go with Elaina, to be a normal teenager like her sister. But she only insisted that Kaya needed to master her magic and be the responsible one. 

Then one night, her aunt suddenly disappeared and never came back. It wasn’t until some hunters had found her body a month later, drained of all her blood, that they knew she hadn’t left them intentionally. That was three years ago. 

Kaya added more wood to the fireplace, yet not even the heat from the flames could add warmth from the chill that had crept into her heart. Her fingers traced the runes carved into the wooden mantle. Protection runes, carved through the years by all her ancestors, their blood seeped into the very fabric of the home. If only Aunt Letah hadn’t left, she would have been safe from whatever had killed her. If only—

A loud banging on the door drew her attention, interrupting her thoughts.

Opening the door, she gasped as Elaina collapsed into her arms, “Please, Kaya…”

Kaya held on to her sister as the wind whipped violently into the home, sending scattered papers flying and charms dangling from where they hung. 

“Elaina?”

“Kaya, I need your protection. Please,” she begged.

Silver streaks of tears marked her sister’s flushed face.

“Of course. Come in, you—” Kaya stopped as she saw her sister’s distended belly. “You are pregnant!”

Elaina nodded as she leaned on Kaya for support.

“Still stating the obvious.” Elaina laughed weakly as Kaya lowered her onto the couch which had once been hers, grimacing as if in pain.

“I…” unable to form the words, Kaya turned from her to bolt the door after making sure there wasn’t anyone following Elaina.

A scream wracked through Elaina’s shivering body.

Kaya ran to her side in alarm. “You are going to have a baby! Now?!”

“Yes, and they are coming…” Elaina grunted through gritted teeth.

“They?” Of course. All her ancestors were twins.

Kaya hurried to the hearth to put a pot of warm water on then gathered some linens and a potion of protection, which would help with the pain.

She could feel Elaina’s eyes follow her.

“Kaya?”

She looked at her sister, the swirling emotions overwhelming. Her sister, here! Pregnant! After all this time, why now?

“Please, I need to talk to you—” another contraction took her sister. Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the armrests.

“I am sorry—for everything,” she said through pants and gritted teeth.

“Shhh, we can talk about this later. You need to get comfortable. Here, take this.”

Elaina took the offered vial and swallowed its contents. 

“It can’t wait. I have brought a terrible danger to your home. I am so sorry.” Elaina sobbed as another contraction tore through her. 

“I didn’t know where else to go. I hoped your wards would protect me from him—protect them from him.”

“Who are you running from, Elaina?” Kaya asked as she pressed a waterskin to her sister’s lips.

Elaina swallowed greedily before turning her head away, having had enough. Kaya gently swept Elaina’s black hair, so like her own, which was plastered against her forehead and neck. Her eyes were a dull blue compared to their usual vibrant hue. It was the only physical appearance they didn’t share. Her own eyes were a vibrant green, marking her as the witch. Except for that, they could have been the same person. 

“His name is Valeij—my husband.”

Kaya couldn’t help her shocked expression as she rocked back from Elaina. 

“You were married to the count?”

Elaina nodded as another contraction took her.

“Why are you running from him? In this weather? You shouldn’t be out here!” she scolded. So many warring thoughts ran through her mind. For months she had wondered who the mystery man was who had stolen her sister. 

“It’s a long story…” Elaina said through gritted teeth as Kaya gathered a basin of cool water to wipe her sister’s brow. “He wants them—their blood…” Her eyes met Kaya’s. “He wants the one who would be like you—to set him free. Oh gods, they are not like us!” Elaina’s eyes went wide in terror. “He wants you!”

“I don’t understand.” 

“I am so sorry I didn’t come sooner. I couldn’t. I tried, but he always stopped me. I couldn’t get away.” Elaina started sobbing.

“We can talk about this once the babies are out, okay?” Kaya soothed, her heart beating loudly in her ears. Her sister had been in trouble all this time! Guilt overcame her for not trying harder to find her. But she had told her not to keep looking, hadn’t she? 

“In the message you sent, you had said you wanted me to stop looking for you…” Kaya couldn’t help but bring up the letter which had crushed her.

A look of sorrow unlike any she had ever seen came over Elaina’s face, “I am so sorry, Kaya. He said that if I didn’t write it, he would harm you. I was trying to protect you from him. I should have known then what he would be like, but I was dumb and hopelessly in love. I am such an idiot. All I wanted was something special, to be someone special—like you. And he had given me that. He used my fear and insecurity against me. And I allowed him to distance us from each other.” 

Tears ran down Kaya’s cheeks as she watched Elaina. Never in her wildest imagination had she dreamed that her sister actually wanted to be like her!

“But why? Everyone loves you, wants to be with you. I have no one… Am no one,” she argued.

Elaina took Kaya’s hand in her own. “You have me. You always did—” Another contraction gripped Elaina and Kaya’s hand ached from where she squeezed it. But she wouldn’t let go, not now that her sister was finally home, where she could protect her. Keep her safe. 

“He knows where you live.” Elaina panted after the contraction wore off, letting go of Kaya’s hand as she leaned forward. “I didn’t know any better. I didn’t realize he never knew, and that it was all that had kept us safe through the years…” She turned to look up at Kaya. “When the babies come, we have to leave! He will send the hunters once he realizes I am gone. We can’t let him have them. Please Kaya, I need you now more than ever. I know I wasn’t a good sister. But I need your help to keep my babies safe from him.”

“Of course! Tomorrow is Hunter’s Moon. I can strengthen the wards, add more—”

“No, Kaya. We must leave here. He will hunt them, and he will stop at nothing until he has them.” 

Kaya stood up and looked around her home. It was her sanctuary, and the safety she had known all her life. How was she supposed to leave this? All she was, was here. Her eyes drifted back to where Elaina had crawled off the armchair. Hurrying to her side to help her up, she frowned. Angry that her sister had brought this danger to their home through her selfishness. But what could she do? Her eyes landed on the tome where it sat on the shelf next to her other books.

It wasn’t like she could summon lightning bolts or anything useful like that to protect them. All the spells within the tome required time to cast. A lot of time, not to mention her blood, among other spell components. None, which would be helpful right now. 

Elaina’s weight was a heavy burden upon her shoulders as she carried her to her old bed, each step a slow process. I can’t do this. I don’t want to leave here, she thought bitterly. She bit back a hysterical laugh. Only minutes before, that was exactly what she had wished for! 

“I need you to check if the babies are close.” Elaina bit out through gritted teeth.

“You, what?!”

“Kaya, I need your help to bring them into this world. I cannot do it alone.” 

Staring wide-eyed at her sister, she propped her up. “I am no midwife. I have never done this!”

Elaina laughed weakly, “If anyone can learn on the fly, it is you, Kaya. I trust you.”

“That doesn’t help,” she grumbled. “Once we get through this, we are having a serious conversation about your unrealistic expectations!”

“There you are, thinking positive again. You are still too serious for your own good.” Elaina laughed. 

“And you take things too lightly for your own good,” Kaya countered while examining her. The babies were close, the contractions mere seconds apart. She went to the kitchen to gather the warm water from the pot in the hearth. 

Animals howled in the distance as it started raining. Heavy drops beat angrily against the windows and candles flickered in the draft from the wind. 

Washing her hands, she came to Elaina, who pressed down. 

“Just, um, breathe?” she stammered, preparing herself to catch the babies. 

Elaina guided her through the process her midwife, an old crone who had served her in the castle where she had lived these past few months, had taught her. 

Lightning flashed in the distance, lighting up the room as the first child was born.

“It’s a girl!” Kaya laughed, taking the baby. She wrapped her in warm linens before putting her in a makeshift bed beside Elaina. Her sister smiled weakly before another contraction tore through her and she screamed. Sweat beaded on her face as she bore down once more. 

Blood, so much blood, came from her sister. This couldn’t be normal, could it? She looked up at Elaina’s pale face. 

“Kaya…” she begged as she strained against the pain.

“What do I do? Elaina, I don’t know what to do!” She fought against the rising panic as more blood pooled beneath her sister on the white sheets. 

“Kaya. Protect… her. You… must… promise… me…”

She looked up to Elaina as she collapsed against the pillow. 

“No! Elaina!” The newborn wailed beside her, as she rushed to check Elaina’s pulse.

“No, no, no, no! It can’t happen like this!” 

A dog barked in the distance, it’s howling, drawing closer. 

“Elaina, answer me! I need you to get this baby out, so we can go to someplace new,” she sobbed. “A safe place. And you can yell at me for being moody and serious all you want, just please, I need you to wake up!” She shook her, but nothing happened. 

The pounding rain pressed in on her like a drum beating in the background and the wind wailed its haunting song with the cries of the little girl who lay beside her mother.

Kaya went down to check on the other baby. Her sister had stopped grunting, stopped breathing, her skin had become cold to the touch. In her heart, she knew it was over, but she couldn’t bring herself to stop. Too much blood. There is too much blood… She cut her palm and pressed her hand against Elaina’s distended belly, chanting while drawing the rune of healing on her sister’s exposed skin. 

Come back to me! she sobbed, the rune of blood glowing on her sister’s skin, only to dim back into nothingness. “No!” she wept. “You can’t do this to me!” She collapsed over her sister, sobbing uncontrollably.

Barking echoed from outside her home as more howling dogs bayed in the distance. 

Fear, like none she had ever known, gripped at her. Her eyes fell on the mewling newborn as she reluctantly released Elaina. 

She quickly gathered a bag of supplies; her potions, a waterskin, warm clothes, extra blankets, and some food. Shoving it all into a backpack, she returned to the crying infant. 

“We need to get you out of here,” she whispered as she picked up the small child and pressed her against herself, her warmth seeping into her chest as the baby settled against her. Wrapping her in more blankets, she snuggled her against her breast. 

“I promise,” she whispered as she pressed a kiss on her sister’s forehead. Wrapping a scarf around her head and tying the baby against her body with a blanket, she pulled a clean sheet over her sister. The gruesome scene would be forever etched in her memory.

“I will come back for you, I promise.”

Tears blurred her vision as she went to the window and saw dark shapes materialize on the edge of the forest. Men and dogs walked the perimeter of her wards, but it wouldn’t be long before the rain washed the blood runes away and they could enter her home. 

With one last look toward her sister, she slipped out through the back door.

A burst of flame flared up around her home as she entered the shelter of the forest. No! she thought as she ran away from the men, shouting angrily at her wards and her home. They would set the entire forest on fire to get to them! 

Her home, her sanctuary, stood silhouetted against the harrowing heat of the fire. Fighting the tears, she ran. 
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Chapter 2


Seven years later





“Alora,” Kaya called as she watched blonde hair disappear behind a building. “Stay close, Little Love.” 

Alora ran back toward her, a huge grin on her cherub face, “Yes, Mama!”

“Such a lovely child.” The man who stood in front of her smiled as Alora took Kaya’s hand. 

“She is, thank you.”

“She has grown since last I saw you two in town. It’s been what, two years?”

Kaya ruffled Alora’s soft hair, smiling at the older man while pulling out a potion filled with a light blue liquid from her satchel. 

“Yes, and she has grown. Will this be all, Willem?”

“Thank you, yes. The missus will be most pleased that you have returned. Will you be staying longer this time? We could really use someone with your skills here. Folk are always in need of your—ahem—talents.”

Kaya smiled sweetly, knowing the man didn’t really care about what the other people needed. But he treasured the pleasure he got from her virility potions when she was in town and was one of her best customers. She needed his business and had to be careful with her answer, since she was incapable of lying. Yet another curse of being a witch, as she wished for the millionth time, she could just be normal.

“No, we are only passing through. You know how it works.”

“Pity. The missus is always much happier when you come around. Why don’t you join us for dinner? We would love to treat you for your services, and little Alora here can play with the new kittens.”

“Oh! Can we? Please Mama?” Alora tugged at Kaya’s shirt excitedly.

Kaya looked at the horizon. The sun would set soon, and she still had many deliveries to make. “I wish we could, Willem. But we need to get a move on. Perhaps another time.”

“Well, if you change your mind, let me know. The two of you are always welcome at our home. And do be careful out there. There is talk of folk finding bodies in the forest, drained completely of their blood! Nothing but the dried husks remaining.”

Kaya smiled as she nodded, fighting the sudden dread in her stomach. “We will be. Thank you for the warning, Willem. Until next time.” 

Taking Alora’s hand, she left Willem’s shop.

The market smelled of freshly baked breads, cooked meats, and spices. Large colorful canvasses hung between the stone buildings, offering shade to the merchants set up outside in the market alley. 

“Why couldn’t we see the kitties?” Alora asked with a pout. “We never get to play with anything or anyone.”

Sadness filled Kaya. Their life wasn’t one she wished on anyone, but it was all she could do to keep Alora safe from the men who had relentlessly hunted them for over seven years. They never stayed in a place for more than a week. 

Through the years she had set up a series of safe houses outside villages where she grew her herbs far from their shelters. Mostly, she let nature take its course, which limited her to what she could produce and grow. But every full moon, she would return to one of the safe houses to craft her potions and spells. Only during the weeks after did she risk taking Alora into the villages to sell her potions. And they never went to the same village more than once in a year. 

Stopping at a bakery, she looked into the window with longing. The scents were delectable. Her eyes landed on the fountain of liquid chocolate.

“Can I help ya, lass?” the vendor asked as they entered the store.

She looked at the posted prices and bit her lip as she studied the options while counting the meager coins in her pocket. The chocolate would have to wait for another time. One day, she would try the delicacy which called to her soul.

“Can we get something, please Mama?” Alora asked innocently.

Kaya nodded, looking for the cheapest option on the posted menu. 

“May we get one of those small cupcakes, please?” she asked.

The vendor looked to where small cupcakes, no larger than a coin, stood on display on a tray.

He looked between her and Alora and smiled. “Here, have some,” he offered, holding out a tray to Alora whose eyes grew twice their size at the options. 

Holding the tray out to Kaya, she shook her head. “Just the one please. How much do I owe you?”

The man smiled, “It’s on the house, love. Enjoy the treat.”

She released the collection of coins she had gripped in her pocket with a grateful smile.

“Thank you,” she said as Alora made her selection.

“Here you go, Little Love.” Alora smiled up at her as she took the cupcake, her large blue eyes sparkling at the treat. 

“Thank you!”

Guilt ate at Kaya as she watched Alora devour the treat, crumbs scattering all over her clothes as they left the shop. Once, she had dreamed of traveling to different villages and meeting new people. 

Now, all she wanted was her old cottage in the woods. A place where she had stability and the means to earn a decent living. To have things she had taken for granted before. A haven where she could raise little Alora, who meant the world to her. As it was, they barely scraped by, living off the land, using her meager earnings for things they couldn’t hunt or scavenge.

They sat at a fountain near the market as Alora tossed crumbs from her cupcake to the ducks. All around them, mothers with children huddled together, giving them a wide berth. Couples cuddled under the awnings or gawked at the jeweler’s wares in a nearby store. Families shouted and went about their day. 

Kaya clenched her shirt over her aching heart. She wanted to give that to Alora. A normal life. A life without constant running and moving. A life without fear and prejudice. 

“Mama, are you okay?” Alora placed her little hand over Kaya’s, a frown on her pretty face. 

“I am fine. Come, it is getting late. We should finish up and get going.”

Alora sighed, but nodded, tossing the last of her cupcake to the ducks, who squawked excitedly at the treat. She took Kaya’s hand and smiled sweetly up at her. 

“Let’s go, Mama.”

Cupping her face, Kaya smiled down at her. “I love you, Little Love. You know that, right?”

“Yes, Mama. I love you too!”

Kaya took her hand and started walking down a narrow alley. She had one more stop before they could return to their cottage outside the village. 

“Hey there, sweet thing.” A firm grip wrapped around her upper arm and strong fingers cut painfully into her flesh.

Kaya yelped, trying to yank her arm away from the man who had grabbed her.

“Let me go!” She pressed Alora protectively behind her as she struggled against the man.

Another man stepped into the alley behind them, blocking their path.

“What is the hurry, sweetie? We just want to get to know you better,” he said, coming up and grabbing her other arm, making her drop her satchel and scattering its contents in the alleyway. Kaya stared wide-eyed at the shattered glass vials and supplies she had traded for that day as they rolled away from the bag. 

Alora whimpered behind Kaya.

“Let go of me!” she bit out, trying to fight them with all her strength. 

“Run Alora! Go to Willem!”

Alora darted from her and disappeared around the corner. 

“Now, now little bird, no need to get all feisty! We just want to play with you.”

“I don’t want to play. Let me go!” 

“No, I think such a pretty catch demands closer inspection.” The first man gripped her cheeks in his large hand, forcing her to look at him.

She bit at his hand but missed as he pulled it out of the way in time. 

“We have a lively little bird here,” he laughed, amused.

“Let me go! Help!” she called out. 

“No one will come for you, little bird.”

The second man pressed her against the wall, pinning her as the first cupped her face.

“A fine specimen of a woman,” he purred, grabbing her hair.

Tears spilled from her as she tried with renewed vigor to fight them, kicking, and squirming to get away from his powerful grip, but failing miserably.

“Let the lady go.” A deep, unfamiliar voice boomed from where Alora had disappeared.

Kaya tried to turn her head as the men looked toward the intruder.

“Or what? There are two of us, and one of you. We found her first. Go pester someone else.”

“Can’t do that.” The man stepped closer. Kaya could make him out from her periphery. He was tall, and broad shouldered with light brown skin and golden-brown hair.

“I won’t ask again. Let the lady go.” 

Kaya could have sworn she heard a low growl from her would be rescuer. 

The man who held her against the wall laughed as he pulled her against him. “Why don’t you try to take her from us?” he taunted.

He was so focused on the newcomer that he failed to notice Kaya’s movement as she stomped on his foot. He cried out in surprise, releasing his tight hold slightly. Enough that she could reach her arms back and scratch her nails at his face.

Everything became a blur of motion. The newcomer took her distraction and punched the first man. She fought against the second, who now howled at her and shoved her roughly against the wall in fury, knocking her head against it with a loud thump. Her vision swam as she cried out. 

But she wasn’t done fighting back. She wouldn’t go down peacefully—not when they had threatened Alora’s safety. Sharp pain burned through her ribs, but she ignored it and fought with all she had, kicking, scratching, and punching her attacker. She yanked his hair as he engaged with the newcomer. The first man was already groaning, mostly unconscious on the ground beside them. 

The newcomer punched, and the man doubled over in pain. She jumped out of the way when they engaged each other in a brutal fight. It lasted mere seconds before the newcomer stood over the man’s cowering body. 

“Take your friend and leave. Don’t let me catch you near this woman—or any other—again.”

The threat was raw, as though the man struggled to hold back the violence she saw burning in his eyes. Kaya couldn’t help but wonder if he would kill them if he ever caught them again. 

The cowering man scurried to his friend, who was regaining consciousness, and together they staggered out of the alley.

Kaya took deep calming breaths. One hand opened and closed at her side, while the other held her ribs as she stared after the thugs.

“Are you hurt?” the stranger asked as he came to stand in front of her, towering above her.

He was gorgeous. A short, trimmed beard dusted a strong jaw, his lips drawn in a tight line as he looked down at her with deep-set, light brown eyes, frowning.

“Y-yes,” she stammered, taken aback by his beauty and her body’s urge to press into him. It’s just the adrenaline from the fight. She frowned at her body’s unwelcome response. No way am I attracted to a stranger. Even if he’s my rescuer. This is just a normal response to being attacked. It must be. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to calm her pounding heart that had nothing to do with the fight.

“I am sorry you had to go through that.” He reached out his hand. “You are bleeding.”

She stared at him in confusion. No one ever willingly touched her, well, except the thugs. She looked down at her hand gripping her side and pulled it away, revealing blood on it. She blinked as if it didn’t make sense why she would have blood on her. 

“I—” The pain returned slowly as her adrenaline wore off and she bit her lip to keep from hissing. 

“May I look?” The stranger offered.

Kaya stepped away from him in alarm. “It’s just a scratch. My corset stopped it from going too deep.” Her head pounded from where she had hit the wall. Reaching tentatively to her head, she touched the tender skin with her unbloodied hand. 

“I will survive,” she whispered. “Thanks to you.” She tried to smile.

Raising a thick eyebrow, he looked at her as if to argue but instead, he turned to survey her scattered belongings with a frown. He bent to pick up a small dagger and showed it to her. 

“You were stabbed. Let me at least wrap it for you to help stop the bleeding.”

Kaya surveyed her scattered things. Her remaining healing potion bottles lay shattered on the pebbled stone ground. Sighing, she nodded. She watched as he tore off a piece of his shirt to wrap around her wound. 

“You don’t have to do that!” she protested as he stepped toward her.

“I have more shirts at home.” He smiled. “What is your name?”

Biting her lower lip, she looked up at him as he wrapped the fabric around her, getting lost in his golden-brown eyes. “Kaya,” she said with a wince as he pulled the knot tight around her ribs. She was about to ask him his name when Alora called to her.

“Mama! Over there Mr. Willem!” 

“Kaya?” Willem looked to where the stranger stood, his arm now lowered. Kaya couldn’t help but feel a rush of disappointment.

“Ryu?” Willem frowned. “Little Alora said men had attacked Kaya…”

“I was, but this kind man saved me.” She smiled at the stranger—Ryu’s—expression as Willem visibly relaxed, lowering what Kaya assumed was a makeshift weapon.

“Thank the gods you were here! Poor little Alora was hysterical!”

“I am all right. Just shaken.” Kaya bit her cheek to stop herself from blurting out her reaction to the stranger and the true extent of her injuries. She didn’t want to worry Alora, and she needed to get away from here as soon as possible. 

“You poor thing! You must come to our home. The missus will want to make sure you are well fed after such a horrible experience. You too Ryu. A hero deserves to be fed.”

“It is kind of you, Willem, and I truly appreciate you coming to help. But Alora and I must get the last of my supplies and head home.” She surveyed the bag on the ground and hoped that the charms had at least survived the fall, or it would indeed be a hard month for them. 

“But, Mama, I am hungry.”

“I know, Little Love.” She walked shakily toward Alora. A steady hand supported her as she staggered. 

“You should at least rest.” Ryu said softly as he released her arm. His hand left a tingling warmth against her skin in its absence. 

“The sun is setting. We can’t linger. I will get rest and warm tea when I get home.”

As she knelt to gather her things, Ryu knelt beside her to pass the items which had rolled away. 

“You should keep this.” He held the cleaned dagger for her to take. “For protection.”

She stared at him. The dagger was well made, and he could have kept it for himself, possibly sold it for a few gold. 

“Thank you,” she whispered. Their fingers brushed as he passed it to her, and she had to bite back a nervous gulp. Her eyes met his briefly as her heart rate picked up.

He’s just being nice. Stop acting like this! 

“Come, Alora.” She needed to get away from here. Away from this handsome stranger and his deep voice and the longing, he awoke in her body.

Alora rushed to her and took her hand. Kaya felt more secure in feeling the small hand in hers. 

“Thank you again for coming, Willem. I will add an extra vial to your next order. We should get going.”

“Very well, but know you are welcome at our home anytime. And while I will never say no to the vials, it wasn’t why I helped.”

“I know.” She smiled genuinely. Willem was one of the few good people in the world. She knew it in her heart.

“Allow me to escort you to your next errand, to make sure the two men don’t ambush you when you are alone once more,” Ryu offered, stepping beside her.

Alora looked expectantly up at her, silently asking her to accept. With a deep sigh, she relented and nodded. It would be safer, and she had already had a fright today with Alora being in danger. No way she was risking her life again. 

Willem said his farewell, and suddenly the silence was pressing into her. Ryu waited patiently for her to lead the way as he offered her the quiet support she needed.

“Thank you,” she blurted out, her tongue thick in her mouth, her heart still racing at his nearness. 

“It was my pleasure.” 

Kaya could have sworn a dimple formed in his right cheek as his eyes lit in a genuine smile.

“Where are you headed?” 

“There’s a curiosity shoppe down this way. It has supplies I need.”

Alora took her, and Ryu’s hands and started singing.

Ryu laughed. “You remind me of my sister’s children.”

“You have a sister?” Kaya didn’t know why she asked. She was better off not getting to know this man who wreaked havoc on her senses.

“I do, and she has three children. Two girls and a boy. The girls are around the same age as Alora.”

“Can I meet them one day?” Alora asked.

Kaya flinched. No personal connections. That was the rule. No friends. No lovers. No relationships—ever. They had to leave and get away from this man as soon as possible.

“If you want. We live in Pineholm. It’s a village a day’s ride on the other side of the Dreadfall River, past the old stone bridge. Should you ever go that way, I am sure they would love to play with you.”

Kaya bit her lip as the ache in her heart deepened. One day, she promised herself, she would find a safe place for them to live, and Alora could make friends.

“Can we? Please, Mama?”

“We have never traveled to the other side of the river.” She diverted the answer, unwilling to admit their life story to this stranger, no matter how handsome he was, nor wanting to commit to Alora’s request. 

As if sensing her unease, he studied her, a curious look on his face.

“We are here.” She stopped in front of the store labeled Crystals and Stars—goods from all over. 

“Thank you for escorting us this far. We should be safe from here on out.” She extended her hand toward Ryu in farewell. He took it. His large hand dwarfed hers as he pressed a kiss against her knuckles. He held on to her hand a few seconds longer as he met her eyes and gave her a charming smile.

“Take care, Kaya. I hope we meet again.”

Her heart did backflips and butterflies swirled violently in her core as her lips went dry.

“I hope so too!” Alora answered for her, saving her from the embarrassment of stuttering.

She did her best to smile as he gave Alora’s hair an affectionate ruffle. His eyes stayed on Kaya the entire time before he turned and left them. She watched him disappear into the throng of shoppers, his head easily spotted above the crowd.

“I like him,” Alora announced.

“So do I,” Kaya admitted softly, turning to enter the store. 
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