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Chapter One
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Emerald swayed closer to the one thing she wanted and could never have. A family lived inside an isolated stone cottage on her land. Their firelight shone through the wavy glass of the window, catching the golden highlights of an errant curl of her auburn hair. Unwilling to be discovered outside their home, she stepped aside and raised the hood of her brown cloak. The peals of children’s laughter struck dissonant chords of joy, longing, and crushing sadness within her. Unable to resist, she touched the windowsill and watched them despite the late evening chill of winter.

“All right, Benny, quit playing and lay down.” Amanda plucked her son from his father’s shoulders and laid him on the bed. “Husband, they’ll never sleep this way.”

Benjamin stopped tickling the middle child and set the boy on the floor. “I think your mother is jealous, Sam.” He pried another toddler from his leg. “What do you think, Leland? Shall we tickle her?”

The boys giggled, and Benny jumped off the bed to join them.

“You’d better not.” Amanda laughed as her husband chased her around the room.

The little boys, all under the age of five, swarmed in and reached after her.

“I love your laugh.” Benjamin gathered her in his arms.

She stood on her tiptoes for a kiss.

Emerald imagined she was the squatter’s wife and a certain merchant ship captain’s son was her husband. The image didn’t last because the shame of her unworthiness pierced the tender feelings. She had fallen in love with Liameo Hume and dreamed of marriage until the purity of her hopes had been dashed by an enemy.

The pain deepened as if to split her chest open to reveal the stone where once a heart had been. Drained, she leaned against the wall and slid to the ground. Of course, she still had a heart, that’s why she risked her life coming here tonight. She wasn’t here to eavesdrop on these farmers but to protect them.

The cottage door swung open and Benjamin grabbed her upper arms, lifted her, and slammed her against the rocks of the wall. The hood fell back as her head hit the unyielding surface. Feet swinging, she struggled.

“I told you not to come here. You attract flies like manure.” He dropped her and cast a wary gaze around the acreage in the darkness.

“I don’t stink, Ben, but the flies I draw have fangs.” The censure stung. “Take your family to safety in the castle, at least during the full moon.” She righted her cloak.

His shoulders hunched as he balled his fists and paced. “My wife believes in you, and we have nowhere else to go.” He kicked a tuft of dead grass visible in the light from the open door. “That’s why we’re squatting on your land, but you’re not the ruler of me.” He stopped to point a finger. “Besides, there has been a fistful of moons since the Wolf Clan came.”

She raised a hand. “Not as many as you think, and the enemy may attack tonight. It’s the last night of the full moon.”

“If they come, then it will be for you.” He charged and shoved her backward to land with a thud. “Go away, thrice-cursed Woman of the Stone.” Ben stormed inside and slammed the door.

She stood and dusted off her trousers. Shaking her head to clear the echo of his words, she could not avoid the pain. The epithet had reopened an old wound.

The Wolf Clan sought her life at any cost, but they didn’t have the numbers necessary to threaten Stone Castle. Instead, the fiends lured her out by attacking innocent people. Her compassion would not allow her to let Ben’s family die just because he was a fool. Thus, she stayed despite the danger.

Nestled in a river valley, fog rolled into the fallow fields from hot springs that dotted the area. Like a wave, it hemmed in the low-lying cottage. Emerald did her best to put away the ache Ben’s words had caused as the moisture thickened on her skin.

The moon had not yet risen. Perhaps, the enemy would not come. She drew the hood of her cloak for warmth and strode to the nearest tree line, determined to guard Amanda and the children throughout the night.

Settled in, she remained alert and watched the hazy halo of the moon appear above the trees on the horizon. A wolf howled in the distance. She grappled with a sudden sense of apprehension. There was still a chance it was simply a wolf and no men traveled with it.

The full moon climbed into view to be greeted by a chorus of howls nearby. Her heart raced. How many beasts were there?

The Wolf Clan did not have great numbers. Only two or three men attacked at once, sometimes without wolves at all. This group sounded bigger.

Dread shivered along her spine. Unswerving, she clutched the hilt of an arcane sword on her belt. Malice coiled her arm to sink fangs of power into her flesh. She sensed the will of the sword, and it craved vengeance.

Six men emerged from the forest to the west, each with a wolf companion. One man opened a lantern to ignite an arrow held by another who launched it. The flaming arrow ruffled the air in a blazing arc until it lodged in the thatch roof of the cottage.

Emerald advanced with grim intent. Like a specter from the grave, she held an ancient power these men could not fathom. She unclasped the cloak, letting it fall to the ground.

Moonlight reflected on the shaven heads of the enemy to lend them the pallor of death. Clad in furs and covered in the nightmarish tattoos of ferocious animals, they brandished their weapons and attacked. The wolves surged ahead of them across the field.

Leather armor offered Emerald protection but not much. She drew the sword, aged green with patina. The sharply honed edges flashed copper in the light of the thatch fire. Young and lithe, she slit throats and spilled red heat into the night. The force of her will matched the force of her blade, fueled by the urge to protect the little boys inside the cottage.

The fog embraced her as if comprised of the ghosts of her dead clan. Savoring every slash, she finished the wolves and engaged the first savage man in death’s gruesome dance. With a slice to his carotid artery, she withdrew like a shadow into the fog and reappeared like a wraith not far from another foe.

The valiance of her long-dead people made her bold, though fear iced her veins. She’d never faced this many enemies at once. Even as she parried and struck, the men circled. Terror diffused inside her, and she felt her wrist for the blade concealed in her sleeve. If these men captured her, then she would slide it between her ribs.

The thought crippled her with a memory. At fourteen, she had endured an unspeakable assault at the hands of one such a man, the first she had killed. The experience rippled across her skin with a horrifying sensation as if it were happening again, but she pushed it away. She preferred death before such torture.

The five remaining men capitalized on her distraction. Throat tight, her composure slipped as they cut off any possible escape. Whooping and growling, they stabbed at her, but she blocked and dodged the blows. The bowmen could have killed her with ease, so why didn’t they?

An arrow plunged into the back of the nearest swordsman. The four other men moved to investigate the new threat. Another shaft sank into the eye of an enemy. She slashed the leg of a man and rolled out of sight beneath the waist-high fog.

Two clansmen shouted and charged toward the burning cottage as the farmers fled with their sons. Flames illuminated silhouettes as the savage men engaged them. Ben shot an arrow, but he missed. The cruel warrior struck him in the neck with an ax. Amanda stabbed her kitchen knife into the man’s bicep as another man dispatched her with a crossbow.

The cries of the couple mingled with those of their children, driving Emerald forward. The little boys returned to the cottage to shelter beneath a bed. Embers fell onto the blankets and wisps of smoke swirled upward.

Horrified, Emerald slammed into the crossbowman. He dropped his weapon in the fog. Nothing mattered except defeating these men and saving the children. The roof crackled and sparks flew as the axman pulled Amanda’s knife from his arm.

Arterial spray filled the air with the smell of copper. Emerald slashed his chest, pleased when the furs offered no protection. Rolling to a squat position, she parried the crossbowman’s dagger and stepped behind to draw her blade through his bowels until his spine severed.

The final foe hobbled toward her, dragging a leg due to the wound she had delivered moments ago. She knocked the sword from his hand and struck off his head. With the arcane blade’s desire for blood quenched, it released her. Without hesitation, she dropped it to the earth, glad to be rid of it for a time.
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Chapter Two
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Smoke filled the squatters’ cottage. Sparks rained on Emerald as she pulled the tender-aged boys from beneath the bed. Blood dripped into her eye, and they screamed before she could wipe her face with the bedding.

“I’m here to help you. Climb on my back, Benny.”

Hesitant until he saw the flames, the oldest boy clung to her.

Faint from the smoke, Emerald picked up Sam and Leland before staggering into the fresh air. She gained her bearings and followed an animal trail through the woods as she ascended the foothills of the Impenetrable Mountains. The safety of Stone Castle wasn’t far away.

Though her muscles burned, she pressed forward until her home loomed above the tree line. Traversing a meadow, she ducked at the whistle of an unseen arrow. The boys cried, and she gulped air, running until drenched in sweat. Silently, she prayed that Benny could hold on. His death grip around her neck simultaneously reassured and strangled her.

Optimism surged as she burst from the forest to behold the silver fields and black moat around the gray granite curtain wall of the castle. Tiny motes of light swirled in her vision and her head wobbled. The narrow drawbridge lay extended, but the gates stood shut.

“Stephan, the enemy pursues.” Clear-voiced she hailed the gatehouse.

Her footfalls pounded on the planks of the drawbridge. To her relief, the cumbersome wooden doors opened. Once inside, she collapsed to her knees while two adolescent boys pushed the gates closed and secured the crossbar.

“Em, shall we drop the portcullis?” Stephan’s flaxen hair shone in the moonlight.

Breathless, she leaned against the gatehouse masonry. The children in her arms trembled with fright and cold. Stephan took Benny and touched her shoulder.

She caught her breath. “Sound the alarm and take defensive positions.”

Stephan set Benny on the cobblestones and hurried after Rick.

“Come with me, Benny.” She adjusted her hold on Sam and Leland, lugging the younger boys toward the keep.

With a whimper, Benny followed. Eager to warm the children, she climbed the steps and pushed open the door with a forearm. Benny shivered violently as he came inside and she booted the door closed.

“Nina?” She set Sam and Leland on the tied-rag rug in front of the fire.

Benny joined them.

Outside, the gatehouse bell rang. Everyone across the border in the foreign village of Meadowgren would be alerted. She held no illusions about anyone coming to help. Their laws forbade them from entering Danalan, but perhaps someone would heed the warning and escape the fate of these boys’ parents.

“I’m here, Em.” A plain, slender girl of twelve years unfolded from a cushioned chair beside the fire.

A large, leather-bound book fell from her lap onto the wood floor with a thud. She picked it up with haste and placed it in the chair. Glancing at Emerald, she wrapped a shawl around her patched and mended nightgown.

“The squatters’ sons need caring for.” Emerald knelt by the children and wiped their tears. “You’re safe now. Nina will give you something warm to drink.”

“They’re filthy, Em.” Nina held a stern expression.

“Very well.” Emerald ruffled Benny’s strawberry-blond curls. “Feed them, bathe them, and put them to bed.”

She had watched over the family since last spring. The look of loss in Benny’s eyes caused her heart to swell, but she refused to allow those feelings to distract her from the responsibility to protect every orphan in the castle. Intent on her duty at the wall, she crossed the room with purposeful strides.

“Take a cloak.” Nina headed downstairs to the kitchen.

Emerald grabbed one from a peg by the door. She also took a bow and a quiver of arrows. Advanced skill with the longbow enabled her to strike from the relative safety of the curtain wall of the castle. If more of the Wolf Clan dared to attack tonight, then she would delight in ending their lives.

Once outside the keep, she noted the night sky. It would be hours before the dawn stars crept into view. In the morning, the children would likely be safe for another moon cycle because the Wolf Clan preferred to move during the height of a full moon.

Perhaps, they viewed it as lucky. However, her people, before they had been wiped out, had called it a death moon. Over the past forty years, there had been no luck in it for the Stone Clan.

She breathed the frosty air and treaded in silence on the steps up the castle wall. At the top, she approached Stephan where he crouched behind the snaggletooth crenellations. His attention remained focused on the fields.

“Have you seen anything?”

Startled, he dropped a nocked arrow from his bow.

Suppressing a laugh, she took a position from which she could see an enemy should they approach.

He sighed, and his posture relaxed. “No, Em, I think you’re the only fortunate one thus far tonight.” He pointed a gloved finger at her face. “You have blood smeared on your cheek.”

She winced and drew the hood of the short cloak to conceal it. The thought of blood on her skin stirred dark memories of the first man she had killed and the gore on her afterward. She resisted the compulsion to scrub her face with her palms even as her nostrils flared with the remembered stench.

“I thought I wiped it away.” She scanned the tree line for the enemy but found none. “In all seriousness, I didn’t expect an attack tonight. It’s been a long time.” She didn’t want to frighten him with the fact there had been more of the savages than normal.

“Several moons at least. Nina could say, she keeps track of your close calls. I suppose she was awake,” he said.

“Reading a volume of text by the fire.” Emerald shook her head. “I wish she wouldn’t worry.”

An icy gust took their breath away and caused them to crouch lower. No arrow could reach this height unless the archer stood in the open, but the frozen gales descending the cliffs of the Impenetrable Mountains provided reason enough to take cover. Stephan was bundled in the knitted over-shirt Emerald had made for him and a fur-lined cloak.

“Did the parents survive?” He shifted his position to look in her direction.

A young man of sixteen years, slight of build though coming into his strength, he never lacked for courage. It took courage to ask her things. She guarded her secrets well.

“No.” The white puff of her breath clouded the air. “They died bravely.”

“You mean needlessly.” He snorted. “You warned the man last spring not to squat, and what did he do? He shoved you off of land he had the nerve to claim as his own.” Stephan scowled. “The stupid squatter should never have talked that way. Your word is the law. He should have listened.”

“He saved my life,” she said.

Stephan’s jaw fell open and then clamped shut. “How?”

“An arrow to the back of a clansman and the eye of another.”

Stephan shook his head. “No, that farmer couldn’t hit what he aimed at for all the apples in an orchard. It was your protector, wasn’t it?”

“I sensed nothing.”

“I can’t explain that, but I’ve seen someone,” Stephan said.

“Who?”

“I don’t know, a shadow. I’ve found footprints.” He shrugged.

“It’s possible.” She frowned in concentration. “The angle was slightly off for the arrows to have come from the cottage doorway.”

“It was him then.” Stephan peered at the tree line. “I imagine he’s out there right now.”

She sighed and knelt, sitting on her heels. She had seen nothing like what Stephan described. Born with a talent for sensing the presence of others, she could avoid conflict. On the opposite hand, she could easily ambush an enemy. Within a certain range, she knew who and where a person was, though crowds confused her.

“If it makes you feel better to think so, then fine.” What could it hurt to let him believe it?

If she had a protector who ensured she would return home safely, then Stephan wouldn’t worry as much when she took risks. After all, he depended on her, as did all the orphans here. She was the only adult among them, and the heir to Danalan. Without her, the Andolin judge in Meadowgren might send the militia to oust them.

“George has seen something too. He says it’s a man with a dark beard. He almost caught him once.” Stephan smiled mischievously. “I think he’s a mountain man.”

“Ridiculous. Mountain men are invisible.” She was only teasing.

“That’s what they say, but Timothy was telling me about his brother—”

“He’s just a little boy who makes up stories. That’s all we have, Stephan. The mountains are sealed.” She didn’t like to talk about the dead.

Stephan arched an eyebrow. “Then we sure have wasted an excessive amount of time learning their language.”

“Point taken.” The need to learn languages was politically relevant as well as a tradition.

A ghostly vision clouded her mind as she remembered Ben’s words. Had he truly been so callous and ungrateful? The women of Andolin could not own land, so she comprehended the resentment of the laws of Danalan that made her ruler over everything. Surely, he understood that if she had informed the Andolin authorities, then he would have been executed simply for entering Danalan.

It was clear that dire circumstances had driven Ben and Amanda to leave their homeland. That was why she had decided to let them stay. She understood a similar kind of desperation because most of her twenty years had been a struggle for survival.

All of her family had been murdered, and now she ruled alone. If not for these foreign orphans, then the culture of Danalan would die. Unfortunately, she was not permitted under Andolin law to adopt them unless she married. Thus, she desperately needed a husband. Even so, she couldn’t bring herself to accept any man in that way.

“I didn’t care about them squatting.” Her voice fell flat.

“I did.” Stephan hunched his shoulders against another blast of wind.

“Grandfather once said my family filled Danalan with crops and herds and passels of children, all boys until my birth.” She clenched her jaw. “I changed everything.”

“Well, he told me the Wolf Clan attacked long before you were born. You’re not to blame, Em.”

She pressed her lips into a thin line. Stephan was wrong. She couldn’t explain why the Wolf Clan had appeared before her birth, but she knew they had come because of her. A secret shame told her this. The enemy who had stolen her innocence had said as much.

“At least you saved the children.” Moonlight refracted off the granite walls to illuminate Stephan’s face beneath his hood.

“The Stones have always welcomed orphans.” She stared across the empty fields. “It’s our way.”

Would the goodness and generosity of the Danalan culture end with her death? She looked at Stephan’s youthful features, and her hope renewed. One day, he would carry on these traditions in the northern land of Frenland. Beyond the Impenetrable Mountains, he would take his place as king and lead his people to peace.
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Sunrise crested the horizon, and Emerald called the older boys from their positions on the watch to the courtyard for morning drills. A few grumbled, but soon everyone sweated through the paces of sword practice. George, Rick, and Gael displayed consummate skills as they wheeled around Stephan in a mock attack.

Stephan’s speed allowed him to evade George’s longer reach and powerful strokes. Gael and Rick worked well together, but their abilities were no match for the precision of Stephan’s movements. He used tactical knowledge to defend a position and defeated them one by one. His skills rivaled her own which gave her a sense of pride.

The welcome smells of ham and porridge wafted with the smoke from the kitchen chimney and caused her stomach to complain of hunger. She rubbed an eye and yawned. No time for breakfast.

“Wash up, eat, and rest,” she said.

George, Rick, and Gael rushed to put away the practice swords and leather armor in the gatehouse. Andre hopped off the barrel he’d been sitting on as he watched and ran into the keep.

“Are you coming?” Stephan unbuckled his armor.

“No, I have work to do at the squatter’s cottage.” Grave work.

Stephan’s expression sobered. “And if Liameo comes to check on you?”

“Hide. Have the others tell him I’m fine, accept his gift, and bid him a good day.” She had successfully avoided a direct conversation with the man for six years.

“I hope he brings bacon. Anyway, you should have breakfast before you go.” Stephan met her gaze.

“There isn’t time, but save something for me to eat later.”

“I will.” He hurried after the others.

Emerald left the castle.

Unafraid of the departed enemy, she strode into the open fields. A steady stride carried her into the forest. She inhaled the bracing air and ran down the valley.

Unencumbered by armor or sword belt, she wore a thin cloak, a white shirt, and brown trousers. She had a short shovel tucked under one arm. At the clearing by the river, the cottage came into view. The gruesome work would exhaust her, but for now, she enjoyed the sunshine.

A shrill cry of a hawk caused her to slide to a halt in the dry leaves. The redolence of earth filled her nostrils. The bird of prey perched atop one of the dead wolves. Blood covered its beak and its feathers were wet. The hawk's keen eye surveyed her as its strong wings bore it aloft.

Emerald swallowed a wave of emotion. Was she as stained as the hawk? She watched the bird fly out of sight.

The brilliant, blue sky pricked tears of regret over things she could not change. Ignoring the remorse, she started the work at hand. The ground remained unfrozen inside the rock walls of the burned-out cottage. This home had once belonged to Uncle Edwin and his family. She pushed past the grief for everything lost and dug a single grave for Ben and Amanda to share.

Ben’s body proved a challenge to drag into place because of his size. However, though Amanda was petite, Emerald found it harder to lay her to rest. Perhaps because Emerald too would likely have died the same way if she had achieved the dream of marriage and children.

Had she placed her trust in Liameo, he would have failed similarly. She had made the right choice not to marry. Sometimes the best a person could do just wasn’t ever going to be enough, not with such forces standing in opposition.

It hurt because Amanda had trusted in the Woman of the Stone. Emerald shook her head, blinking back tears. What had Ben meant by mentioning that belief?

Many people in Andolin expected her to one day rule the fractured Modutan Empire. However, she had no such intention. Grandfather had explained that it would be enough to reunite the peoples by unsealing the mountains.

He had made it sound simple. It wasn’t. The mountains had remained impenetrable for over four hundred years. She had no idea how to fulfill the Legend of the Stone.

With a sigh, she pulled Amanda’s body into the grave. The woman’s faith had been in vain. How many others had to die before people gave up hope?

Emerald preferred to perform the burial alone. She couldn’t sense the spirits of the dead in the presence of the living. She shoveled earth over the bodies and knelt in meditation beside the grave. The stillness of the moment allowed her to feel the couple standing beside her.

The dimly perceived mother smiled. The shadow father extended an open hand. Perhaps, these actions meant they didn’t blame her. After all, they had saved her life. She focused her thoughts on them to express her gratitude and vowed to protect their sons.

A shadow crossed the burned-out doorway of the cottage and dispelled the vision.

“Nina told me to bring you breakfast and lend you a hand.” Rick extended a cloth filled with what smelled like ham.

Emerald took the appetizing bundle. “Thank you.” Her mouth watered and she ate every salty bite.

“Oh, and she said you would need this.” He handed her a bar of lye soap.

She put it in her pocket.

Rick sorted through the ashes inside the walls and picked up a pan, a hammerhead, and a cooking pot. When finished, he ran a hand through his hair, leaving streaks of soot on his forehead and through his dark red hair. She concealed a smile. He was almost grown, but at times like this, she delighted in his innocence.

“I should skin those wolves and wash laundry.” She climbed from the ground, tucked the cloth into a pocket, and grabbed the shovel as she walked to the field.

“Where did the bodies go?” Rick followed.

Blood soaked the ground where the men and beasts had died. The animals’ carcasses remained, but the men’s corpses had vanished. Clothes and weapons littered the field.

“I don’t know. It’s strange, but that’s how it always is.” Only one body had ever been left to reproach her, and that man’s bones lay at the bottom of the well at her grandparent’s cottage.

She carried his dagger on her belt and caressed the hilt. A shiver ran along her spine. She kept the secret because the man’s body had poisoned more than one well that day.

Time hadn’t eased the burden. She ground her teeth and looked at the wolves lying in varied and gruesome attitudes of death. Many bared their fangs with their yellow eyes open.

Without thinking, she massaged her right shoulder. The scars from the night her parents and younger brothers were murdered no longer pained her. However, the memories did.

“What’s the matter, Em?” Rick studied her as if to read her mind.

“My Uncle Edwin lived in this cottage. He saved my life when I was six. The ruins of my family’s home sit west of here.” She pointed to where the Wolf Clansmen had exited the trees.

“He built a fine home.” Rick examined the masonry of the cottage. “I see why the squatters chose this place. Even burnt out, it wouldn’t take much to rebuild the roof and frame in the door and windows.” He grabbed a hand full of soil and sifted it. “This is a fertile land.”

Emerald’s thoughts drifted to that day. Her family had gathered around the hearth before bedtime to enjoy warm milk and buttered bread. Father had come home from tending the bees with flowers for the table and placed one in her hair. He had told a story of the work in the honey fields.

Without warning, the Wolf Clan had attacked and chaos ensued. Flashes of fire filled her mind with remembered terror. Her mother had handed her the baby and told her to run into the woods. Before she reached the trees, a crossbow bolt sank deep into Jebby’s side. He died with a terrible cry.

A wolf had charged, its dark body silhouetted by the flames. She still held the boy and tried to shield him from the beast. The animal engulfed her young shoulder in its jaws and shook her like a corn-husk doll in a puppy’s mouth.

The pain of the injuries and the shock of Jebby’s death numbed her mind. Uncle Edwin had rescued her from the creature, but she could not speak. She didn’t talk again for two years.

When Stephan came to live at her grandparents’ cottage, he had fixed something. Maybe she had done the same for him. The bond they shared was born of tragedies but strong with healing.

“Em? What is it?” Rick looked at her with the deep contemplating gaze he did most things.

“Nothing.” She shook her head. “I’ll skin and you pull teeth.”

He nodded, and she handed over a pair of leather-padded pliers and the cloth before they set to the gory work. She saw no beauty in the creatures, not the way the greedy merchants did. The thick, gray pelts retained popularity in Andolin. Though, why Southerners wanted furs she couldn’t guess since the ocean provinces stayed warm in winter.

For whatever reason, the furs fetched a good price in the village when tanned. She needed the money to buy food for the children. Heaving a sigh, she wiped a sweaty brow with the back of a bloody hand.

“Gael will love these.” Rick held up two long teeth.

“His carved pendants are sought after by traders.” She cut the hide from another animal. “One man told me he takes them all the way south to Andoshi. He said men wear them as tokens of bravery.” He had confided to her that men told outrageous lies regarding how they had obtained them, but that seemed too ridiculous to believe.

“They should know the truth.” Rick extracted the final tooth and tied the cloth. “You are the brave one.”

Emerald walked over to pick up a notched but serviceable sword. She relived the memories of last night and rehearsed the series of moves used to slay the wolves. She would have failed with this dull, bulky thing.

“Sometimes, I think I’m just foolish,” she said.

Spotting the slender, copper broadsword, she strode over to take it in her left hand. She compared the blades, ambidextrous. It handled far superior to the steel sword.

The copper weapon looked as peculiar of construction as to have no equal. Two snakes twisted together to form the hilt, with an amber jewel bitten in open mouths at the end and their tails creating the hilt guard. The ancient blade held many secrets. How could copper hold an edge sharper and stronger than steel?

“I don’t see how you did it. Six wolves. Six men. Not good odds.” Rick picked up a wooden shield from the ground.

“No, indeed.” She laughed. “The squatter shot two men with his bow and just in time, too.”

“That’s lucky.” He leaned the shield against his leg, pulled a short length of rope from a pocket, and tied one end to an arm loop.

She dropped the notched sword and rehearsed the moves with the copper weapon. Each beast had hit the blade and died in a shroud of mist. Skill alone had not accomplished that. Not even the power of the sword could explain it. The Creator had blessed her, but why? She sighed and laid the sword on the ground.

“I’ll wash the clothes in the river. Will you take everything else back to the castle?” She gathered the filthy furs and clothing from various places around the field where the men had met an end.

“Sure, Em. I’ll clean the swords, too. This blade needs to have the nicks filed or it’ll split. I know how. I’m good with metal.” He piled weapons onto the shield and dragged it as he added more.

A glint from an object on the ground caught her attention. She crouched to pick up a pendant. Tin and crude, the token had a worn baby tooth mounted on one side and the etching of a girl with a gap-toothed grin on the other.

Emerald had been this girl’s age when the Wolf Clan had murdered her family. Was one of the savage men she’d killed last night a father? She couldn’t believe it and thrust the pendant into the dirt.

“Your sword looks fine, but I can’t touch it without pain.” Rick’s voice carried across the field.

Surprised, she said, “I didn’t know you had tried to handle Dana’s sword.”

Emerald carried the awkward pile of clothes toward the boy. He was tall for fifteen. She picked up the copper sword and laid it on the makeshift sled.

“Everyone has tried, but only Stephan can.” Rick rolled his eyes. “The rest of us have a blazing shock the instant we set a finger on the thing. Whoever Dana the Stonehearted was, I bet no one messed with her.”

“I have a feeling you’re right, Rick. Thanks for the help.” Emerald watched him tug the heavy load up the trail toward the castle.

She made multiple trips to carry the dirty clothes and pelts to the river and tossed the heaps on the bank. Filthy, she hung her somewhat clean cloak on the branch of a tree and removed her bloody boots and coarse wool socks. Nearby hot springs fed the river and offset the frigid temperature. Snowmelt from high in the mountains was the primary source, so it remained cold year-round.

She waded in, gasping and shivering. When the water reached her waist, she placed the pelts on a submerged boulder to soak. She secured each one with rocks so the current wouldn’t sweep them away. That done, she squatted and scrubbed the clothing on a rock with a bar of soap. She carried the clean tunics, leggings, and cloaks to hang on the low branches of trees.

The sun climbed high in the sky, causing the air to warm by the time she stripped her clothes for washing. With great efficiency, she completed the task and hung each article to dry. Scars crisscrossed her naked body. Each mark spoke of her training and struggles against a long succession of enemies.

Not all of her scars were visible, but each told a story she didn’t care to repeat. She clenched her jaw in anger because she had once been a joyful child. Now, happiness was not something she considered possible, even though this place reminded her of days lost forever.

Adept, she unplaited her luxurious hair from the confining braid and walked onto an outcrop of boulders. The sound of rushing water soothed her and she dove in, allowing the shock to chase away the gloom. She drew smooth, powerful strokes upstream. When satisfied with her exhaustion, she floated back and swam to the river’s less turbulent edge.

Using what remained of the lye soap, she set to bathing. It didn’t take long before the sliver vanished. Impeccable, she hurried out of the water and wrung her hair. Gooseflesh raised on her skin as rivulets flowed off of her. She wrapped in a short cloak and shivered as she walked home barefoot.
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Chapter Four
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Emerald utilized her ability to avoid meeting any of the older boys in the courtyard of the castle. The noonday sun shone straight overhead. There was no chance Nina wouldn’t spot her as soon as she strode into the keep because of the mid-day meal. Emerald sighed and entered anyway.

“Em, are you naked?” The girl stopped handing out porridge to a group of children at the enormous table in the main hall and placed her hands on her hips.

Emerald flushed, unable to suppress a grin. “I’m covered.” She held the knee-length cloak closed, undressed because she hadn’t wanted to put on the wet clothes she’d washed at the river.

Nina huffed and shook her head. Children of various ages clamored around the table for food. The youngest ones still needed help to eat.

“I’ll be back. Have the boys come down?” Emerald listened for the answer as she headed upstairs.

“The big boys are doing chores. They haven’t slept.”

Emerald pulled on threadbare trousers and an often-mended tunic from a chest of clothes. She dressed in the large, sleeping chamber everyone shared. After brushing the dirt from her feet, she slipped on a pair of socks and shoes, enjoying the return of warmth to her toes. She left her hair undone to dry.

Timothy, a year younger than Andre, slept in the bed next to the chest and she reached out to check his sweaty brow. His fever had broken. Good. He was the last to recover from a recent illness that had swept through the castle.

She tiptoed downstairs. “Have something, Nina. You cooked it. You should eat while it’s hot.” Emerald took the spoon out of her hand and grabbed a seat by the toddler she had been feeding.

“As you like.” Nina picked up a clean bowl.

Emerald nodded and shifted her attention. “Hello, Marta. How are you today?”

She mashed a boiled carrot in the bowl with a spoon and grinned. When Marta smiled back, she shoved the food into the little girl’s mouth. Most of it squished out. Nina laughed and filled a bowl with vegetable soup.

Emerald glanced at the three small boys she had rescued. They looked wide-eyed and confused about last night. It was a common enough sight around the castle because everyone here was an orphan.

In a flurry, Stephan rushed into the keep and hung his cloak on a peg. “It smells good in here.”

Three other boys came in directly after Stephan, but he beat them to the table. He stood apart from the rest because of his blond hair and brown eyes. Such coloring marked him as a Frenlander. Everyone else had hair colors that ranged from strawberry blond to a deep auburn with eyes of various shades of green. Those were the typical traits of people from Andolin. Though Emerald and Marta were born in Danalan, they looked the same as their Southern-born neighbors.

Emerald lifted Marta out of the highchair. She wiped the orphan’s face and helped her drink a cup of water. The child’s eyelids drooped and Emerald took her to the rocking chair. Steady rocking, humming, and patting put Marta to sleep before the boys finished eating. Emerald rocked out of the chair and carried the toddler to bed.

She kissed Marta’s brow and checked on the sick boy. Timothy had awakened, so she helped him downstairs for a meal. By that time, most of the younger children had eaten and gone to play in the courtyard. The older boys sat around the table cleaning and sharpening the weapons Rick had brought from the cottage field.

“Five swords, a crossbow and two short bows, an ax, half a dozen knives, and three nice daggers.” Gael whistled. “Good haul, Em. The wolfies really had it in for those farmers.”

“Remember,” Stephan paused polishing, “this sword is Emerald’s.”

“How could I forget?” Gael stood by the table looking at the ancient weapon, though he did not touch it.

Stephan held up the unique family heirloom and tilted the blade as he read the etchings along the length. “Dana the Stonehearted.”

“I’ll take that.” Emerald strode by and swept the sword from his hands.

Thanks to Stephan, it was clean and honed. She marveled that the weapon allowed him to handle it. No one had touched it for four hundred years, not until Grandfather had taken her to the shrine in the tombs to retrieve it on her twelfth birthday.

“Looks good.” She slid the blade into the scabbard on her belt where it hung on a peg in the entryway.

“It wasn’t easy to clean. What did you do?” Stephan chuckled. “Did you leave it stuck in somebody?”

“No, but I was in a hurry.” Emerald shrugged.

“What’s it like to wield Dana’s sword, Stephan?” Gael watched Emerald stride past the table.

“It’s hard to describe.” Stephan’s expression scrunched.

Emerald had not considered how the boys perceived her, but Gael’s admiring gaze made the hair on the back of her neck stand straight. They were children, and she ignored the indelicacies of living with adolescents as long as they behaved. Gael had never acted in any way inappropriate.

Shaking her head, she wanted nothing more than a bowl of something to eat and the last crust of bread before someone ate that too. She scraped the bottom of the pot and shared half with Timothy. It wasn’t much, so she hunted around the table for bits of food abandoned by the little ones and then sat next to him.

“It’s more than Dana’s sword, it’s as if it is Dana.” Stephan frowned and took a bite of food.

“Is that right, Em?” Rick’s eyes narrowed.

“I don’t know, never thought of it that way. I’ve always felt connected to the sword as if it is a part of me.” What had Stephan meant?

“No, Em. Dana is different. She’s dark, vengeful, set in her hatred.” He shuddered.

The description resonated, an echo in a chasm that brought on a chill and stilled her lips.

Into the awkward silence, Gael cleared his throat. “How many wolves did you kill, Em?”

He was a scrawny boy of thirteen with a choppy haircut. Even with a dirty face, she found his smile endearing. Looking him over, she chewed a bite of bread.

She had discovered him camped by the river two winters ago and had hoped to fatten him up. However, he didn’t gain weight. There was never enough to eat at the end of winter, and early spring always proved to be worse still.

“You tell me.” She pointed at the bundle on the shield in the entryway. “Count the teeth.”

He jumped up and ran over to retrieve them. Once back at the table, he opened the cloth. Quickly, he divided the teeth into groups and added the piles with his fingers.

“Six.”

“Right.” She flashed a smile. “I need help to retrieve the clean clothes.” She frowned. “I’m half tempted to toss you in the river. What have I told you about cleanliness?”

He ducked his head. “I’ll bathe tonight, promise.”

She nodded to him, then looked at the other boys. “It’s time to gather firewood. Stephan, you and the big boys can have a quick nap, but I need everyone to collect wood from the forest. Take the mare to pull the cart. Don’t quit until nightfall.”

Stephan nodded. “We’ll do it.”

He passed a wax-sealed letter across the table. Emerald pocketed it. Most everyone had scattered after they ate.

“Gael, carry the dishes to the kitchen and help Nina wash up, please. I’ll sweep the floor.” Emerald looked at Timothy. “Back to bed, young man.”

“I want to gather wood.” The little boy pleaded.

“Not today, but you can help tomorrow.”

“Please.” He whined.

She knelt and made eye contact as she held up a hand. “I’ll arm-wrestle you for it. If you win, then you can collect wood.”

He giggled and tried but lost. She smiled and tickled his belly. He laughed even more.

She gave him a quick hug. “Now, go to bed and rest.”

With a smile on his face, he padded upstairs. In the empty room, she searched for bits of food on the floor. Her hunger never ended.

She sighed because her ribs showed and her breasts were small. The Andolin villagers treated her with little respect when she traded there. Perhaps, they still viewed her as a child.

She cleaned the floor with a broom that left more straw than it swept dirt. Kneeling, she unwound the twine, gathered and leveled the straw, and then tied it to the stick. It worked much better.

She collected the debris into a pail and strode to the fireplace to finish drying her hair. Bradding it, she waited for Gael to reemerge from the kitchen. How did hands with this much blood on them stay untouched except by callouses?

Thinking better of the decision to linger by the fire, she took the bucket outside to the refuse pile. The chickens pecked the dirt for the remaining crumbs. Gael met her with a bright-eyed expression. She clapped a hand on his shoulder, and they hurried off toward the river.

Emerald sent the laundry home with him for ironing. When he was out of sight, she stripped and waded into the current to retrieve the submerged pelts. She hung them on branches to drip as she dressed and then fetched a wheelbarrow from the nearby tanner’s shed. She wheeled them there to scrape and salt.

Night found her toiling by candlelight. Exhausted, she reached a good stopping point, yawned, and stretched. Hunger gnawed at her, but she had no way to end it without returning to the castle in the frosty night air. Giving in to her fatigue, she lay on a fur she’d finished the previous moon, drew a cloak over her, and tamped out the smelly tallow candle.
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Chapter Five
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Sunlight filtered through the dusty air in the tanning shed to awaken Emerald. She stretched stiff muscles and her stomach growled. It felt as if she might starve without breakfast.

Wrapped in a cloak, she stepped into the open. The temperature had dropped. She shivered as a gust of wind swept a loose curl across her face.

Apprehensive, she studied the snowfall on the rocky slopes of the mountains. Thick clouds draped the jagged peaks. In a matter of hours, snow would fall at this elevation.

The sound of running water drew her attention toward the river. She hadn’t searched the road last night. If anyone had abandoned a child, then they might have frozen to death. Guilt twisted inside her.

She secured the shed door and ran across Stone Bridge. A thorough search of Border Road both eastward and westward produced no one in need. Relieved, she descended the river bank and scrubbed her dirty hands with sand.

Fresh air blew away the stink she carried from tanning hides. She would need to heat water in the castle kitchen for a bath. She wasn’t the only one who needed one.

A fish swam past on its way upstream. Bemused, Emerald watched it circle an object beneath the water’s surface. Her thirst reasserted itself.

She cupped her hands to take a drink. Before the water touched her lips, however, she recognized the shape as a burlap sack. The twine that tied it closed wriggled in the current.

She gasped. Water fell from her hands with a splash as she scrambled in and dragged the heavy sack ashore. Rocks clacked as they slid over one another.

She set the bundle on the gravel river bank. “Please, let it be puppies.”

Soaked and trembling, she unknotted the string and opened the burlap. She shut it again, retching until tears coursed her face. Her sobs overwhelmed her effort to hold them at bay.

Many orphans in the castle had come by way of Border Road. She had found hungry, sick children of every age huddled along the east-west track nearest the bridge. On rare occasions, she discovered something like this.

Who could drown a baby? The face looked bloated. Whoever had done this hadn’t done it last night.

Heat swelled in her chest. Someone had killed this girl and escaped justice. She couldn’t allow that to happen. This was Stone River, and though the child was from Andolin, Emerald had the right to demand the culprit be punished.

Captain Hammond of the militia would investigate. If he found the person responsible, then Judge Porter would exact justice. At least, she hoped he would.

She reached into the sack and lifted out the rocks before hefting the burden onto her shoulder. Heading south, she slogged toward the village. Meadowgren was poor but not lawless.

Emerald’s grim expression and wet clothes attracted the busy villagers’ attention. A vender paused mid-call to grasp and kiss a good luck talisman that hung around his neck. Several customers followed suit as if to ward away Emerald’s misfortune.

She trod past them. In the town square, she sat the burlap sack in front of the guard shack. Two militiamen exited to meet her.

“What’s the matter here?” A pimple-faced soldier spoke.

Emerald recognized him as a local pig farmer’s second son. “I found a child drowned in Stone River. The child was murdered, weighed down with rocks.” She held his gaze.

“Murdered?” The shorter soldier stepped forward to take a better look.

Emerald couldn’t place him, perhaps he was a peasant’s son. She took a step backward to give him room to inspect the child within the burlap. He picked up the sack as a crowd gathered around them.

“Whose child is it?” The baker wiped flour on his apron and strode from the doorway of the bakery.

“Yes, let’s see.” The shout came from the rear of the group of onlookers.

The shorter soldier upended the sack. The child landed with a plump, sodden thud on the ground. A chorus of disgust erupted from the crowd.

“Ugh. Sack it back up.” The pimple-faced soldier pinched his nose and stumbled away.

“I’ll not touch it.” The short soldier nudged the body with his boot.

“Does anyone recognize it?” The butcher hadn’t flinched.

“No.” Everyone shook their heads.

“She’s not one of ours.” The cobbler’s wife waved a hand as if to dismiss the issue.

“A girl?”

“Yep, naked as a newborn.”

“A year old, I’d guess.”

Incensed, Emerald snatched the sack from the guard and covered the body. She ground her teeth to keep her mouth shut. Though, she couldn’t hold her tongue for long.

A peasant woman pointed a dirt-smudged finger. “What evil have you brought on us, Emerald Stone?” The woman’s sleeveless rag of a tunic did not protect her from the elements.

“I?” Emerald balled her fists.

The carpenter’s wife stepped forward. “Aye, Stone maiden, what evil is this you’ve done?” Hatred marred the well-dressed woman’s pretty face, and she nearly spilled a basket filled with bread and eggs.

“I’ve done nothing.” Emerald scanned the surrounding faces. “This child was not in my care. You know, I would have sheltered her if given the chance. There was no reason for her to die.”

She hadn’t expected the need for a defense, and the carpenter’s wife’s epithet stabbed. Heat burned Emerald’s cheeks as the words Stone maiden echoed in her ears. She dreaded the day when these people would find out that her virtue had already been taken.

“Calm down.” The pig farmer’s son raised his arms. “Times are hard. The child probably died of starvation, and the family disposed of her as they saw fit. Whoever the dumb dirt grubber was, he should’ve buried the little thing, but there’s no harm done. The captain will have us dig a hole, and all will be well. Now, move about your business.”

The two soldiers reentered the guard shack and shut the door with a clap.

“I’d prefer my children die than go to the likes of her,” the carpenter’s wife said to the baker’s wife.

Agape, Emerald watched the two women parade away with their heads held high. Standing beside the dead child, the sting of a rock hitting her in the back roused her from her state of shock. She whirled to see a half-dozen boys pick up pebbles from the street.

Without a word, she ran. How could she tolerate this? How could she endure the apathy of these people? Determined, she vowed to inform Judge Porter.

Remembering the letter for the judge, she checked her pocket to see if she had lost it. Though soaked and likely illegible, it remained there. She slowed to a jog as she approached the judge’s farm.

Ten militiamen in brown uniforms milled around the front yard of the two-story home. Liameo stood among them, watching her. She had avoided him since her grandparents had died and wanted to turn away now. Except, she couldn’t allow the baby girl’s death to go unanswered.

The rest of the men were not strangers. She had grown up with them. Many were cousins or distant relations because women from Meadowgren had married into the Stone Clan for generations.

Several young men had a particular history with her, since they had proposed marriage or their parents had on their behalf. As awkward as running into these men was, their presence meant that the judge was holding a conference with the militia captain. She would be interrupting to ask an audience.

The cook fire carried the aroma of bacon from the brick chimney. Her stomach growled. Sergeant Liameo Hume raised a dark eyebrow, standing in her way like a broad chested roadblock.

She strode forward, ducking around him. “Step aside.”

“You can’t go in yet, Em.” Liameo stuck out his arm to stop her and brushed her breast with his hand as he reached for her arm.

Awash with indignation, she knocked his hand away. Fury emblazoned her skin, and she grasped her sword. A shock bolted through her body. With a yelp, she released the hilt, finding her hand completely numbed.

Several men erupted in nervous laughter. Sweat broke out on Emerald’s brow and her heart raced. The sword had never refused to lend her its power before.

Liameo took a step backward. “Forgive me.” He held his hands out to his sides.

Color warmed his dark, mixed-blood complexion. This made him even more attractive and that irritated her. They hadn’t been this close since the day her grandfather had sent Liameo and his father away.

She inhaled through her teeth, trying to quash her feelings. Liameo had always been far too handsome to ignore. Truly, she had tried. However, he had a hold on her deeper than words could explain.

“Now we know what grabs her attention.” A snaggle-toothed soldier’s words drew chuckles from several of the men.

“Good on you, Islander. She’s put you off long enough.” An older soldier clapped Liameo on the back.

Emerald kept track of who said what, planning for retribution as impotent rage drove away her ability to reason.

“Hush. I meant no disrespect.” Liameo met her gaze. “I worried for you when the bell rang last night. Um, I guess you’re here with a letter, so someone died. Did I know them?” Liameo stammered a bit.

He was normally articulate, though sparing with words. Emerald’s fingers twitched for the sword. She stopped short of touching it for fear of another shock. Her mood darkened.

“Watch out,” the snaggle-toothed militiaman said. “She has a rusty sword.”

“She might prick you.” A white-bearded soldier baited.

Liameo shook his head. “Silence. She’s not here to quarrel with me.” His brow knitted as he looked into her eyes.

The door to the house swung open. “No, I’m sure she’s not.”

Emerald and the militiamen turned in unison.

“Forgive me, Mrs. Porter.” Liameo bowed low.

Elaine Porter, an elegant woman of advanced years, stood in the open doorway.

“I didn’t mean to cause a stir, Auntie.” Emerald pulled at her clothing to straighten out the damp mess and tossed her braid over her shoulder.

“Come.” Elaine stepped backward and gestured into the hallway.

Emerald strode past Liameo to enter the home.

Elaine led the way to a splendid room on the right side of the hallway. “Sit in the parlor and take tea with me while the men finish their meeting in the study.”

Emerald hesitated. “I’m sure I would leave a watermark on the furniture, Auntie.” Elaine was Emerald’s great aunt and the sister of her grandmother, Estelle.

“Why are you wet, young one?” Elaine handed Emerald cup of tea with a saucer.

Emerald sipped the warm, fragrant liquid, enjoying the warmth as she formulated a response. “It’s a distasteful business and best left to the captain and the judge. I should speak to them.” She set down the delicate saucer and cup, moving toward the door.

“My sister abandoned the comforts of our homeland.” Elaine sat in a high-backed chair. “Estelle was enticed by the promise of an education, land, and the chance to vote. Married to Jacob, all she found was misery and death.”

Elaine took a sip of tea from her fine porcelain cup. Emerald eyed the silver platter and tea service. She could afford to feed the orphans for months with what it must have cost. She held her resentment in check only because this woman was blood.

“I had hoped Estelle’s sacrifice would yield more favorable results.” Elaine met Emerald’s gaze.

“Grandmother was a better woman than you realize, and she deserves to be remembered well, Auntie.” Emerald left the parlor.

On the opposite side of the hallway, she knocked on the study door.

“Come in, Mistress Stone.” Judge Porter’s voice carried through the polished wood.

She entered the study and retrieved the sealed letter from her pocket. “I have a letter for you, Uncle.”

The judge nodded. “Thank you, Child.”

The militia captain bowed to her from where he stood by the window. “I apologize for my men. I assure you that you need not fear us. They are decent fellows, Sergeant Hume in particular.”

Captain Hammond’s steady presence comforted her, and she bowed her head in acceptance. He had always been fair and had not harbored resentment after she had refused his proposal of marriage a year ago. It was likely that he had only asked because his wife had died and his five young children needed a mother.

“It is fortunate you did not draw that sword, Emerald.” The judge leaned back in his cushioned chair. “Andolin law would have demanded your life, and no one wants that.”

Without ceremony, she slapped the soggy letter on the judge’s oak desk. “I apologize for intruding.” She shifted her gaze to the captain. “However, I have another matter of business this morning. Captain, you will discover it at the guard shack in town. Inquire at Stone Castle, if need be.” She headed for the door.

“What has happened, Em?” Judge Gavin Porter’s chair scraped on the planks of the floor.

He was a small man around the same age her grandfather would have been if he yet lived. The two men had once been great friends. However, Jared Stone had died angry with Andolin laws that denied him aid against Wolf Clan’s attacks. Jacob had blamed Gavin for the deaths of his sons and their families.

Emerald clenched her fists and squeezed her eyes shut as she faced her great uncle. Her distaste at the day’s events intensified due to the unpleasantness of this confrontation. Foolishly perhaps, she made no effort to disguise her displeasure.

“To my horror, I found a child drowned in the river by Stone Bridge. I took the body to the guard shack on the square. I hope you’ll find the murderer, Captain Hammond. I trust you will.” She met his gaze.

“That must have been difficult, especially for you. I give my word I will investigate the matter, Mistress.” Captain Hammond’s expression grew grim.

“And this?” Judge Porter held up the limp letter.

Emerald lowered her gaze. “The Wolf Clan attacked a family of squatters. I did my best to defend them. However, the enemy overwhelmed me, and the couple died. I rescued three young boys from the cottage as it burned. I have sheltered them within the castle.”

The judge’s brows crashed together. “Squatters? Were they royalists? You know the law forbids the people of Andolin from squatting in Danalan.”

She locked eyes with her uncle. “I made an exception. What does it matter why they came?”

He sputtered for a moment. “You did them no favor by doing so. Their deaths are on your head.”

“How dare you say such a thing?” She reached for the dagger on her belt.

“Stand back, Emerald. Royalty or not, I will take up arms against you.” The captain stepped in front of the judge’s desk.

She ground her teeth, put her inclination toward retaliation in check, and bowed instead. “Good day, Captain Hammond, Judge Porter.”

Emerald exited the house in a reckless rage. Liameo stood in her way like a broad chested roadblock. She shoved him out of the way and stalked across the yard while his men roared with laughter.

Liameo followed her. “Em, you can’t—”

She whirled around, and the giant man came up short. “I can’t what? Go home?” She waved a finger in his face. “Yes, I can, and I wish you would do the same. Return to the sea, Liameo Hume.”

He grabbed her by the arm and hauled her behind the barn. She fought, but he held her close and prevented her from reaching for a weapon. Even his ears flushed with color.

“Go home to the sea?” He smelled of cinnamon. “Apparently, you missed it, but the militia is my home. It has been since I came back for you. I signed a seven-year contract.”

Emerald’s jaw dropped. “Why would you do that?” Dumbfounded, she went slack, grateful not to be having this confrontation in front of onlookers.

“I did it to prove myself worthy.” Liameo released her, though he held her shoulders to keep her steady. “I needed to prove to your grandfather that I wouldn’t take you away. If we couldn’t wed until you reached the age of majority, then I thought he would reconsider his refusal. Unfortunately, I was too late.” The muscles in his face slackened. “I left dozens of letters at the castle gate. I thought that you not wanting to see me was just your way of waiting until my contract with the militia was complete.”

She avoided his gaze. “I never read the letters.” She had sowed them unopened in her hope chest with the trinkets he’d left for her over the years. 

“You made promises to me, Em. I never imagined you were a liar.”

She inhaled sharply. “I don’t lie.” She cocked her arm to slap him.

He caught her wrist. “You said you loved me.”

“Let go.” She planted a hand on his chest and shoved it.

“Why pretend?” His voice cracked.

Avoiding him had become so ingrained, so visceral, that she did it out of habit. However, seeing him this way hit the pit of her stomach like a fist.

“I did love you, Liameo.” She swallowed the lump in her throat and glared. “But why is that important now?”

She could not tell him the truth about what had prevented her from honoring her promises. Admitting her lack of virtue was dangerous. Even now, if she was seen with him, then the Wolf Clan would hurt her again. The man she had killed when she was fourteen had said something to that effect.

“It means everything.” Liameo leaned closer.

She avoided his gaze, not wanting to encourage him. Intimacy terrified her. She couldn’t explain it, though her throat worked to find a way. The man who had killed her grandparents had brutalized her. More than that, he had left her unworthy of love.

“Marry me, Em. You gave me your word.” Liameo’s voice quavered.

Wide-eyed and agape, heat blossomed in her cheeks. “Grandfather—”

“Can no longer stop us.” Liameo took her hands. “I still love you.”

She couldn’t speak. He meant it. Hot tears scalded her face, but the only thing she could think was, no! She shook her head, striving to quell a rising panic.

Liameo kissed her cheek, his breath warm on her skin. Horrors replayed across her flesh, and she fought against his advances like an animal. He grabbed ahold of her, his face scratched and bleeding.

“Why, Em?” He pressed her against the rough wood of the barn wall. “I would never hurt you.” He looked her in the eyes. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Sergeant, release her.” Captain Hammond’s voice broke through the buzzing in her ears.

Several militiamen rounded the side of the barn.

“No, sir, I need an answer.” Liameo captured her gaze.

“I can’t...” The sight of his blood caused a rushing sound in her ears, and her vision filled with motes of light.

He stopped breathing, and the color drained from his face.

“Ten lashes for insubordination.” Captain Hammond’s pronouncement cast a hush over the men.

Emerald’s attention darted to the captain. “No.” The word came in a whisper born of dread.

Liameo released her, and she stumbled away from the men, falling to a knee. The expressions of the militiamen hardened. Ten lashes might cost Liameo his life.

The weight of her guilt descended like a millstone to crush her, but she could not take it back. Braced against the earth, she curled her hands into fists, scraping handfuls of pebbles into her palms. Left with no other option, she sprinted toward the security of her home.
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Chapter Six
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Liameo Hume watched Emerald Stone, the ruler of Danalan and heir to a nation, run away. The reason she could not keep her oath of marriage remained unspoken. However, he now suspected that she had been raped. The grief of the realization crushed him. To think of the loving, vibrant girl he had admired so tenderly for so long being ravaged body and spirit left him stricken.

“Report to the fort for corporal punishment, Sergeant.” Captain Hammond almost sounded sorry, though he must still be angered by the insubordination.

Never having disobeyed an order before, Liameo had surprised himself. However, it was done and must be reconciled. He and his brothers of the militia rode toward the whipping post where he would receive ten lashes.

The number signified the depth of the captain’s regard for Emerald. It was excessive, but he forgave the man without a second thought. Emerald was a noble figure in the community, even if she was feared.

Cursed? Yes, she was, and yet she was beloved for her perseverance. It was a grudging respect that the people offered, but she had earned it.

Most individuals kept their distance from Emerald. Even so, the women secretly craved the intimacy of her acquaintance, and the men hoped for the wild luck of catching her interest as a spouse. Reclusive, she rarely visited the village, except when the law required her to report a tragedy, or when hunger drove her to the marketplace.

Liameo dismounted his chestnut mare in the yard of the fort. Greeted by his blond Wolfhound, Eugenia’s tongue lolled affectionately. He stroked her head and locked her in the kennel so she wouldn’t come to his defense. A loyal companion, she whined as if she sensed what was to come.

“It’ll be all right, Gene.”

Her dog brown eyes didn’t look convinced.

He removed his greatcoat, shirt, and leather tricorn hat, laying them on top of the kennel crate. Without wasting any more time, he walked to the post and allowed a recruit to tie his wrists. The man threaded the rope through the loop at the top of the post and then tied the end around his knees so he could not move.

The first lash was a painful shock, but the second tore flesh. Third. Fourth.

Punishment.

His pain was nothing like what Emerald must have endured. Six years ago, he had returned to her grandparents’ cottage to find the ground soaked with blood. He had fallen to his knees, thinking she must be dead.

The only hope had been the castle. However, he had found the gates secured against him. Although he suspected she was near, perhaps even listening on the other side, his pleas had fallen on deaf ears.

Eight. Nine. Ten.

Before they cut him down from the whipping post, Doctor Platt poured alcohol over the stripes on his back and stitched the gashes closed.

“Don’t move, Son. Some of these wounds are deep. It’s best to take care of this now. You will heal as long as we can prevent infection.”

Had Emerald hurt this much? All alone and grieving for her beloved grandparents, her pain must have known no limits. Stripped of virtue and afraid, how had she endured the loss of everything she cared about?
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