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DEDICATION


To every girl who falls for the villain.
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When would I stop wanting what I couldn’t have?

-Gareth
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THEODORA

Hunter’s Moon
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“WHERE ARE WE, Gareth? Can we stop for a minute?” she asked, already throwing herself down on a rock. “My feet hurt.”

Her husband sighed and put their bags down too. He’d been carrying them most of the way. Daisy felt bad but she was so exhausted. 

They’d been travelling for days now, and she wasn’t used to this kind of strenuous exercise. Just a few weeks ago, she had woken from her slumber of nearly fifteen years. She had barely been able to roam the castle without getting winded.

“I’m sorry,” she told him truthfully. 

He couldn’t even look at her.

She knew she was slowing him down. But she also knew he would never leave her behind.

“You should have worn better shoes.”

He actively started rearranging things in his satchel. Tears welled up in her eyes and she looked down at the moss on the fresh ground and nodded.

She should have worn better shoes.

But these were the boots she had on when they fled the castle, and she hadn’t thought to change them before they left.

She admired the brown leather covered buttons through watery eyes until Gareth stepped between them.

“I’m sorry, Daisy,” he said with a strained voice. “I’m just worried we’re not moving fast enough. But that’s not your fault.”

She fought to place a smile on her face and nodded.

It wasn’t his fault.

Really, it wasn’t her fault either.

The circumstances they were in were out of their control. When her stepfather, Gareth’s advisor, had tried to kill them both and their own kingdom as well as the neighboring kingdom Noria decided to turn on them, there was nothing they could do but try to stay alive.

Gareth thought it was the end.

But Theodora had exerted herself putting all of the armies to sleep as they snuck away. Got a head start.

Now they were being hunted.

Daisy’s own people thought she was some kind of sorceress, manipulating Gareth to fall for her. Gareth and Prince Julian of Noria.

She hoped he was alright.

She tried not to think about the way he would have treated her on the slowdown. How he would have waited patiently, even asked if she needed anything. Water. A foot massage.

But she had chosen Gareth, so she closed out the thought.

“I’m sorry,” he  repeated.

He kneeled before her and stroked her pale cheek in his hand. He was fingers were cold, bringing a further chill to her bones.

But it was the thought that counted.

She smiled weakly, still catching her breath. She was glad his power was to control the dead and not to control minds.

She didn’t want him to know she was thinking about Julian.

He was just warming up to him when they left.

After Julian had saved her life.

Now it was just the two of them.

“Where are we going to go?”

It wasn’t the first time she had asked the question.

And it wouldn’t be the last.

It wasn’t his fault.

Wasn’t his job to figure out.

And yet, here she was, seeking answers to questions that neither of them knew.

He looked at her with a tired, thoughtful expression. 

“We’ll stop in the next town for the night.”

***

[image: ]


THE NEXT TOWN wasn’t much of a town. 

There was a butcher, a baker, a blacksmith.

Small houses for the farmers.

“Are we still in Silverhaven?” she asked as they stepped onto solid ground. The sounds of the busy townsfolk were welcoming.

“We’ll get it back, Theodora. I promise.”

Daisy didn’t want it back.

She just wanted to be free.

Concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other, she let her mind wander.

It would be nice to be back with those she cared about.

Stryx, the assassin who never meant to hurt her.

Ruth, the small lady with big attitude.

Prince Julian, who always wanted her to be his.

Paths were made here of dirt and flat stones. Daisy was glad the feeling of her heels sinking into the melting snowy ground had ceased.

Everything was sore.

She was tired.

So tired.

It took so much out of her to put the armies to sleep like her children. Gareth hadn’t even thanked her.

She shook the thoughts from her head as they passed through the small village till they reached the inn. It was the tallest building in the area, with little red flags decorating the dark gable roof.

She was putting all her problems on Gareth, and it was wrong. Wrong of her to blame him. To be angry at him.

Rest.

That was what she needed.

“A drink?” he asked her, taking her hand in his protectively.

She gave a weak smile and nodded.

A drink.

Then sleep.

The inn was so loud she slumped against the bar with a thud, her head pounding.

“Are you alright?” Gareth asked, his hand on her back.

“Yes, just tired.”

“Two,” Gareth told the rusty barman.

He came back with two hefty mugs of beer and Daisy took a swig, coughed, and took another.

She felt her neighbor in the hood look over at her.

Heat blushed her cheeks.

It had been a bit she’d had a beer.

Images of the last time she got drunk on wine scattered in her brain as she took another swig.

“I’m sorry.”

“For what, Daisy?”

“For Julian.”

He took another hard drink of his own brew.

The foam sloshed around his hard mouth until he wiped it away.

“It was my fault. If he hadn’t saved you...”

“Can we finish and get a room?”

She moved her hand to his wrist. She almost didn’t feel the stares from her neighbors when she moved her hand up his arm.

The alcohol was starting to kick in.

Maybe she should have eaten.

Drank some water.

His hand was on her mouth in a second.

Her lips.

Shoving in.

Was that her making that noise?

He pulled his thumb from her mouth.

She opened her eyes, face burning.

“Your best room,” he told the barman.

***
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THE FIRE SURPRISED her.

Naked, she rolled out of bed.

It was too hot.

The sky was red.

No.

That wasn’t right.

She shook her head.

The planks were red.

Red hot.

Prickling with flame.

“Gareth.”

She looked over.

His hair was pressed against his handsome face.

He never looked so casual.

What had they done?

“Gareth, please. Please wake up!”

She jumped out of bed.

Stumbled.

Her ankle sprang with pain.

She grabbed the nearest clothes, the thin grey dress she worn the day before. Even the lace felt trim felt hot against her breasts.

“Gareth, wake up!”

She was screaming, finally realizing the inn was on fire. 

Everything around them was starting to catch.

“Daisy! Are you alright?” he asked even as she jumped out of bed and threw on his discarded clothes.

Had they slept together?

She wanted to ask.

It would have been her first time.

But the room was stifling.

Flames licked the door.

Smoke filled the room.

“Daisy! Daisy come on! The window!”

He grabbed her hand in the haze and pulled her along. Covering her mouth and nose with her arm, Thedora made her way to the window.

Gareth smashed it with his elbow, the thick leaded glass crashing to the floor in chunks.

Daisy cried out.

The sight before her stopped her heart.

It wasn’t the three floors below them that brought a freezing terror to her heart.

It was the smoke and flames emanating from every single building as far as the eye could see.

This was no accident.

“Oh my God!”

Smoke billowed, filling the slowly lightening sky. The blaze lit up the darkness as villagers screamed and fled their burning homes.

Iris looked back as the fire inside drew closer, teasing the bed until it finally crawled up the sheets.

Gareth was already outside the window on the ledge, pulling her past the opening. The shards of glass snagged her dress, slashing the material and the flesh of her thigh.

She didn’t have time to stop and inspect the damage.

A scraping sound came from the roof.

Slate tiles fell heavily toward the snow littered ground, barely missing their heads. 

A booming sound tore through the air. Followed by another. And Another that shook the building beneath their feet.

“The barrels,” Gareth said. “We have to get out now!”

A wooden beam from the ceiling made a loud creaking sound and then collapsed, digging a hole in the dry floor.

Heart racing, Daisy skirted the edge of the window ledge and looked down uneasily as Gareth helped her along. The wind ripped against her, cooling her body from the sweat that was dripping off her. 

Another loud scraping sound came overhead and this time even more roofing tiles came tumbling down.

“Watch out!” Gareth said as he pushed her under the overhang. He lept out of the way himself as the falling slate rained down between them.

They were separated.

She started to hyperventilate.

The tiles chipped away some of the ledge between them. She would have to leap to get to where he was. The wind picked up and the fire bloomed around them like someone had fanned it awake.

The small traces of sunlight peeking through the clouds were immediately obscured by blackness. Daisy looked toward the eclipse, only for her breath to be stolen away again.

She accidentally let go of the grip she had on the wooden beam she had been holding onto when she saw it.

The giant ebony dragon with scales as large as her head and eyes as bright as a harvest moon.

She didn’t notice the man astride it until he was reaching toward her unbalanced form.

“Gareth!” she screamed as she stumbled, trying to grab onto the wooden beam.

It was too late.

She was going to plummet to her death.

And nothing was going to stop the ground from meeting her as she fell.

Nothing except a pair of arms.

Pressure on her ribs like nothing she had ever felt.

Her own screams deafening her.

And then darkness.
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GARETH

Stolen Flames
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SHE WAS GONE. Gone but alive. At least she should be. The mysterious dragon rider had caught her as she fell.

Gareth wanted to be thankful.

Knew he should be.

He couldn’t have saved her.

Not with all his dark sorcery over the dead.

But he couldn’t be pleased.

Because he had her.

Whoever he was.

He had taken her and ridden away. There was nothing Gareth could do as he watched the giant black wings flap against the sky.

His voice was raw from yelling. Crying out. Threatening.

But the dragon and its rider disappeared.

Everything was destroyed.

The town demolished.

And it did not go beyond Gareth’s reasoning that a man with a fire breathing creature just happened to save his princess when the whole town was ablaze.

This was planned.

This was purposeful.

Whoever that man was had premeditated the kidnapping of his wife and had disintegrated an entire town to do it.

Fists clenched, Gareth vowed to bring his wrath upon this man when they should meet.
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