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      The first time Desmond Amador found his wife in bed with another man, he had been torn asunder by grief and pain. It sliced through his heart like a dagger, ripping his soul in two. He’d just returned from a long journey and wanted nothing more than to take to his own bed and pull his wife into his arms. He’d missed her sorely, as he always did when he was away. Desmond loved to closet himself away at his estate and spend his days with Lily, his daughter, and his nights with Abigail, his lady.

      He’d taken the stairs two at a time, his long legs eating up the distance between the entrance hall and his rooms. However, what he’d heard from outside his bedchamber door had left a cold knot of dread twisting in his gut. What he’d seen when finally swung the door open had changed his life irrevocably. Desmond would never be able to forget the sight of his wife straddling Lord Alistair Fowler in the bed where they had made love and slept together countless nights. The bed where she had given birth to Lily.

      Now, it was desecrated as she rode Lord Fowler with wild abandon, the sound of her thighs slapping against his like a cannon’s blast in the quiet room. Head thrown back, she screamed her release, oblivious to the fact that each lusty moan further drove the knife of betrayal into her husband’s heart inch by painful inch. It wasn’t until she had rolled from on top of a very satisfied Lord Fowler that Abigail had even noticed Desmond’s presence in the bedchamber.

      “Desmond!” she had cried, blue eyes wide with shock. She’d reached for her dressing gown and slung it over her shoulders, belting it tightly as she ran toward him. “Desmond, I⁠—”

      “Get out,” he had growled, his voice low. He’d hardly been able to look at her. Instead, his sights were fixed on the man who’d just been inside his wife. His prick had still been slick with her essence, hanging limply between his legs.

      Desmond, please,” Abigail had whispered, reaching out to him.

      He’d shrugged her hand away and advanced into the room.

      “Abigail, leave. Now. Await me in your chambers.”

      His wife had not argued. The sound of her footsteps padding across the carpet faded as the door between their rooms swung closed. Desmond had then turned to Lord Fowler, who stood and donned his breeches.

      “My apologies, Amador,” he’d slurred drunkenly. Desmond spied a half-empty decanter of sherry on the nightstand. “I warned Abigail that it would not do for her to bring me here, but she insisted you’d be away another week at best. We shall endeavor to be more discreet in the future.”

      Blackness had filled Desmond’s vision as his breath rushed swiftly in and out of his lungs. His heart galloped in his chest, filling his ears with the sound of its beats like pounding drums. Before the man could utter another word, Desmond was across the room. Swifter than an eye’s blink, he’d lifted Lord Fowler clear off the floor, his thickly muscled arms straining as he had hurled the other man across the room. The wooden panel cracked from the strain, and Lord Fowler had fallen into a crumpled heap on the floor.

      Desmond crouched over him before he could rise, delivering a series of blows to the man’s smug face. By the time the red haze of malice had melted from his eyes, Lord Fowler’s face was a bloody pulp. He’d lay groaning and writhing on the floor as Desmond stood, shaking his bruised hand and sending droplets of the other man’s blood splattering across the carpet.

      Thomas, the butler, appeared in the doorway, his face fixed in an expression of abject horror. Desmond glared at the man he had trusted to run his household; the man who had turned a blind eye to his wife’s affair.

      “Thomas, see Lord Fowler off the premises and then you are dismissed. You are relieved of duty effective immediately,” he’d said calmly, reaching up to straighten the lapels of his rumpled coat. Then, he’d turned back to the bloody heap on the floor. “As for you … Lady Amador is mine. If I find you close enough that even her skirts brush your boots, I will not hesitate to publicly call you out.”

      Desmond had stepped over the man, leaving Thomas to attend to the mess, and thundered into Abigail’s bedroom. The door crashed against the wall, and he had stomped over the threshold, determined to give his wife the vicious tongue-lashing she deserved for breaking their marriage vows. But, when he’d caught sight of her seated on the bed with tears streaming down her reddened cheeks, his anger had fled. Only grief remained as he’d watched her wipe her face with the sleeve of her dressing gown.

      The wind gone from his sails, Desmond had closed the door with a quiet ‘click’ and leaned against it. He’d stared at his wife silently for several moments, his heart breaking. Golden waves had hung down her back, framing the face of an angel. How had his angel fallen so far? Did she not love him as she had professed so many times?

      He’d swallowed past the lump in his throat, his voice a broken sigh when he finally spoke.

      “Why, Abigail?”

      He had speared her with his dark stare and shook his head, disbelief at the forefront of his emotions.

      She’d burst into tears anew and stood, flying across the room toward him. Desmond’s hands had clenched at his sides as Abigail fell against him, gripping his shoulders and sobbing into his chest.

      “Oh, Desmond, forgive me, I beg you!” she’d wailed, her tears soaking his shirtfront and cravat. “Please, you must believe me. I never wanted to hurt you. It is just that you are away so very often and I am lonely in this great house without you. Lord Fowler meant nothing to me … I only wanted to stop feeling so alone.”

      Her accusations had slammed into him like a fist, guilt tugging at his conscience. Since he had made a name for himself amongst the royal court as the foremost breeder of fine horseflesh, his travels had kept him away quite often. Though the large sum the king had settled on him along with his lands was more than enough to provide for his family indefinitely, Desmond found great joy in what he did. He’d thought Abigail understood. And if she hadn’t, her happiness with the extra coin she had to spend on clothing and jewels had caused him to think nothing was amiss.

      Desmond’s heart had broken all over again as he’d thought of his lady languishing in his absence. Valmead Manor was large and empty, far removed from the center of Cardenas. In the midst of the city, the elite of Cardenas’ court lived and played. Party after party, ball after ball … an endless string of soirees and revelry that Desmond no longer had the stomach for. When he’d first been brought to court, he had reveled in it all. Court life had been so exciting, but after his sister—and by extension, he—had been exposed as being of Gypsy blood, things had begun to change. Not even his marriage to a respectable courtier’s daughter had been enough to save him from the scathing disdain of some of his peers.

      Of course, no one had disrespected him outright; to do so would have invited the wrath of the king, and no one wished for that. Yet, Desmond could see it in their stares, the fear of what they did not understand. It did not help that he’d grown several inches over the years and become thick with brawn. He was humongous. Large and dark with swarthy skin and hair black as pitch. The very Devil, if some stories could be believed. Mothers steered their daughters out of his path, as if being too near him would ruin them by default. Men had watched him at the card tables with suspicion in their eyes, no doubt because they thought all Gypsies to be thieves and cheats.

      After his hasty marriage to Abigail, he’d whisked her away to their estate. He had been perfectly satisfied to spend his time with her there, watching her belly grow round with their child and showering her with affection. Desmond had been deliriously happy for the five years they’d been married, and he had thought her happy as well.

      With Abigail weeping in his arms, he had felt like a selfish cad. He’d blamed himself for driving her into another man’s arms.

      He had closed his eyes and buried his face in her hair. Beneath the stench of alcohol and sex was her scent, a floral bouquet. It was innocent and sweet, much like his young wife. He had brought this on himself. Now, he must set things right.

      “I forgive you,” he’d whispered as his hands uncurled to hang limply at his sides. He had brought one up to stroke her hair, and the other to pull her tight against him. “Why did you not tell me of your unhappiness? I would never have kept you here if I’d known you felt this way. Your happiness is my only concern, Abby.”

      She had stared up at him with beguiling eyes, fat tears spilling over their lids. “Oh, Desmond. I only wished for you to be happy. I know how hard things were for you at court after …”

      “It does not matter. None of it does. I would brave the blistering desert, crawl through broken glass, even endure the treacherous royal court … all for you. If you have a wish, you need only tell me what you desire and I will make it so.”

      She had clutched at him as if afraid to let him go. “I wish only for you to forgive me. I lost my head, Desmond, I … I do not know what I was thinking. I promise it will never happen again.”

      He had planted a light kiss upon her forehead. “I am to blame here,” he’d said, truly believing every word. “I shall never neglect you again. You will never want for my attention.”

      And with that promise, Desmond vowed never to fail at pleasing his wife again.

      

      He’d done as she had asked. Within a week of discovering her affair with Lord Fowler, Desmond had himself, Abigail, and Lily packed and ready to move into their townhouse in the city at the heart of Cardenas. If the excitement of city life was what his lady wanted, then he would give it to her. As much as her betrayal had hurt him, Desmond wanted things to be right between them again. He wanted to return to the days when he would come in from the pasture outside the manor, sweating, bare-chested, and smelling of horse. He would chase her through the halls, her giggles echoing from the high ceilings as he pursued. Abigail always pretended to be put off by his disheveled state after he’d spent his day outdoors, but Desmond knew she secretly loved it.

      Things always ended with them in some bedroom or another, a tangle of arms and legs. He was tender as a lover, giving Abigail the respect he’d always felt she deserved. Every touch of his hand was reverent, every kiss a form of worship. He loved her as he’d never loved anything or anyone in his life.

      He’d been unable to make love to her since catching her in the act with Lord Fowler. Every time he neared the bed, he became sick to his stomach remembering what had taken place there. After several attempts at sleeping in the bed they’d once shared, Desmond had ordered his new butler, Ruthers, to see it destroyed and replaced.

      Even that had not helped.

      The move into the city, however, did the trick. Abigail thrived at court, as she had during her days as a debutante. Their nights were filled with parties, champagne, and starlight; their days overtaken by teas and morning callers come to gossip about the revelry. Desmond only tolerated it because Abby seemed so deliciously happy. On their third week back in the city, Desmond took her to bed again, reminding her of just how much she meant to him.

      Lily seemed to enjoy the city, too. His young daughter enjoyed the sights and smells of the market, where Desmond was happy to indulge her every whim as she ran from stall to stall and shop to shop. They flew kites in Cardenas’ lush parks and went for carriage rides where Desmond made Lily squeal with delight by driving just a bit recklessly. She roamed and explored Rothchester Hall, the grand palace of her aunt and uncle, playing with her cousins, Leila and Alex, and having the time of her life.

      All was right in their lives once more.

      At least, Desmond had thought so. This was before the night of his sister’s annual winter ball. He’d gone in search of relief from the heat and press of too many bodies, stepping out into the corridor for only a moment. A short time to clear his head, and he would return and search for his wife, whom he’d lost track of after leaving her in the care of a courtier for a dance; a common enough occurrence. The dance had ended, and he would most likely find her with her usual group of friends indulging in the latest gossip.

      The sound of moans echoing through the darkened corridor turned his blood into ice water. He knew well the feminine voice whispering the name of her lover, had heard his own name sighed in that very same manner, with that very same voice.

      He hadn’t even bothered to confront them. Desmond simply turned his back on the sight of Lord Vawtry pressing his wife against a wall, slightly shielded by an alcove carved into the paneled wood. He went back to the ball and downed three glasses of champagne, one right after the other. The drinks did nothing to cool his ire. If anything, they further exacerbated it, until he was pacing near the open doors of the garden, fighting to control his growing rage. Desmond’s anger was so great, it was a wonder he did not start snorting fire and ash. At that moment something dangerous and dark began to grow within him, as if Satan himself had taken up residence in his soul. Rather than fight it, Desmond let the feeling consume him. He became the devil the royal court had named him.

      The second Vawtry returned to the ballroom—alone in an obvious attempt to avoid gossip—Desmond was upon him. In front of the entire court, he took the man by the lapels and shook him like a rag doll. A few hours later, the two stood on the dueling field firing on each other at ten paces. Desmond caught Vawtry square in the chest; Vawtry missed all together.

      Yet, even seeing the dark red stain blossoming across the man’s shirtfront did nothing to soothe Desmond’s anger. He overflowed with it as his heart became like stone: hard and unyielding.

      From that day forward, his life with Abigail became a constant battle. Desmond did everything he could to keep Abigail closeted away. After the scandal that ensued when he’d nearly killed Vawtry—the man had lived, curse him—he had decided to whisk her back to Valmead. There, he kept her from the influence of the court, where she could never betray or hurt him again.

      Abigail railed and screamed at him, accusing him of acting as her goaler. Her every insult was meant to bring him to heel, but he only grew more determined. Abigail was his and no one else’s. She would be made to remember that.

      The night was the only time they could find common ground. When Abigail came to his bed, he accepted her. How could he not? She had always had him by his stones, and they both knew it. No matter what she did to him, he always wanted her with a fever that could not be cooled. He ruled her body like a savage lord, punishing her by reminding her again and again just how easily he could bend her to his will. She always responded by reminding him that she held the same power over him.

      He possessed her in body only; Abigail’s wild heart was out of his reach, and the distance between them grew and grew. And so they pushed and pulled, locked in a duel over growing hatred and lust until, finally, it ended as abruptly as it had begun.

      When she finally broke free, Desmond bid her good riddance in his mind. Finding her dressing room cleared and her carefully penned note upon the bed confirmed it. She was running off with an artist—a wealthy one well-known by the royal court. She would not tell him where they were going, and she was not coming back.

      Lily was distraught to find her mother gone and Desmond had done his best to explain. But how could he ever make his daughter understand? As a mother, Abigail had been mediocre at best, tolerating the child only when she wanted to dress her up and show her off to their friends.

      Hatred toward Abigail flooded his being and overflowed at the thought. That she had ruined his life was one thing; that she had broken the heart of his only child was quite another.

      As he held the girl in his arms and soothed away her tears, he found in Lily the only light left in his life. He clung to it like a star, a beacon for the cold days ahead. For her, he carved a niche in heart and fostered all the love he had left in the world there.

      There was none left for anyone else.
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      CARDENAS, 1864

      Esmeralda Rothchester, Queen of Cardenas, walked the halls of the palace that had become her home. When she’d first come to live in the royal palace, it had all seemed so daunting. A Gypsy dancer’s life had been simple, while royal court life was anything but.

      Nine years later, Esmeralda had adjusted well. The cavernous corridors were no longer foreboding; she knew their pathways well. Entering the foyer from outdoors did not leave her feeling awestruck. Now, the marble tiles below and the domed, painted ceiling above welcomed her home. The sound of little feet running and childish laughter only added to the sense of rightness.

      Heavy footsteps sounded behind her, slow but insistent. A smile curved her mouth as she glanced over her shoulder and spied the man stalking her. Tall, broad, and beautiful, he took his time, his stride long and graceful as he followed her. Anticipation sang in her blood and excitement caused goose bumps to break out over her skin. She could feel his gaze traveling over her from head to toe, his stare caressing her with invisible fingers.

      Esmeralda’s steps quickened, her feet moving swiftly beneath her velvet skirts. Her petticoats whispered in concert with the rhythm of his boots as he increased his pace as well. Her heart hammered in her chest and she giggled aloud as she turned left, leading her pursuer toward a distant corner of the palace where barely-used guestrooms stood empty and available. The sounds of a bustling household disappeared behind them and Esmeralda began to trot, hands clutching her skirts to keep them clear of her slippers. She felt him closing in, those impossibly long legs shortening the distance between them.

      He gripped her waist and pulled her flush against his hard, male body, and she smiled as his voice rumbled in her ear, deep and resonant.

      “Caught you,” he whispered, his lips grazing her neck. She shuddered against him as his hands slid around to her belly, his fingers splayed wide. Esmeralda felt the heat of him through every layer she was wearing; his touch seared her to the bone.

      “Now that you’ve caught me,” she whispered, leaning back into him. “What are you going to do with me?”

      He did not answer with words. She found herself spun around and pressed against a doorway before she could blink. Her vision filled with the face of an angel, jade eyes glittering with primal intent, and a full mouth quirked into a seductive smile. In an instant, her lover’s lips were upon hers and all thought of propriety fled.

      “Damien,” she whispered against his mouth just before his tongue swept in to caress hers. The action sent heat blossoming through her insides as he reached behind her, turning the doorknob.

      “My love,” he groaned against her mouth as he kicked the door closed behind them, never losing his grip on her waist. “It’s been far too long.”

      “It has,” she agreed as he backed her toward the bed. Esmeralda faintly registered the black and red brocade bed curtains before her world tilted on its axis and she found herself falling back onto the mattress. “Leila and Alex⁠—”

      Damien cut her off with another searing kiss, lowering his body over hers on the bed. “Don’t spoil the moment,” he chided, tweaking her nose affectionately before lowering his face toward her neck. Her back arched in response to his rasping tongue and seeking lips. “We are finally alone for the first time in weeks. I do not want to talk or think of anything other than getting you out of this gown.”

      “No time,” she sighed. It was true enough. Duty and responsibility would be banging down the door at any moment. “Just lift my skirts, Damien.”

      Damien glanced down at her and smiled, one eyebrow lifted. “You always did know just what to say to make me mad with want for you.”

      Esmeralda laughed as he obliged her, lifting her skirt and petticoats, one hand running over a stocking-clad leg. She buried her face in the crook of his neck as his hand found her core, fingers sliding over satiny folds slick with need of him. She shuddered.

      “Hurry,” she whispered. “I can’t wait any longer, Damien.”

      “Christ,” he mumbled as he began to tear at the placket of his trousers.

      He’d all but freed himself when the sound of a key in the lock interrupted their blessed solitude.

      “Goddamn it!” he spat as he jumped to his feet. He gave her skirts a yank to cover her, then re-buttoned his trousers just before the door swung open. Esmeralda stifled a scream of exasperation and rose to a seated position just as Jarvis, the butler, appeared in the open doorway. Her brother, Desmond, followed on his heels. The two froze just over the threshold, their eyes taking in Damien’s open waistcoat and rumpled cravat.

      Desmond snickered as he eyed Esmeralda’s hopelessly mussed hair and rumpled clothing, while Jarvis cleared his throat.

      “Begging your pardon,” he said, his voice laced with amusement. “Lord Amador has arrived from Valmead, Your Majesties.”

      “We can see that, Jarvis,” Damien remarked dryly as he worked on setting his clothes right, not bothering to apologize or explain their presence in the guest room. This room, Esmeralda realized, was the one Desmond always occupied while visiting Rothchester Hall. She stood and tried to smooth her hair, but her thick ebony waves fought for freedom against her hairpins and she eventually gave up. Snatching the pins free and allowing the locks to cascade down her back, she turned to Desmond, who had stepped aside to allow a footman toting a massive trunk over his shoulder into the room. Desmond held his guitar case in one hand.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, unable to hide the edge of annoyance in her voice.

      “It’s nice to see you, too, Es,” Desmond said with a wicked grin.

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course I am happy to see you. It’s just that we were not expecting you for another week at least.”

      Change of plans,” he said, without offering any other explanation. It was Desmond’s way as of late, doing what he pleased without apology. Esmeralda admired him for it most of the time. Just now, with desire still causing a painful throb between her thighs, she abhorred it.

      “Am I interrupting?” he asked, his smirk growing absolutely sinful. “I can come back.”

      “Yes, you are,” Damien snapped. “Get out.”

      Esmeralda nudged Damien. “Darling, it is his room.”

      Damien scoffed. “One could argue, quite rightly I might add, that it is my room. As is every other in the house.”

      Esmeralda latched onto his arm and pulled him toward the door. “Come, let Desmond settle in.”

      Her mind was already on a sitting room around the corner. It was only dusted occasionally, as it was rarely used, so it was not likely that a maid would discover them. More importantly, they still had time to salvage their interrupted interlude if they hurried. On the floor, a couch, a chair … at this point, Esmeralda did not care.

      Jarvis cleared his throat again.

      “My apologies, Your Majesty,” he said to Damien, “but the meeting of the High Council begins in five minutes. They await your arrival in the Hall.”

      Damien cursed under his breath, then shot Esmeralda an apologetic glance. “Sorry, love. Duty calls.”

      Esmeralda sighed. “Very well. Shall you join us for dinner?”

      Damien grasped her hand and kissed it, his lips lingering over her tingling skin. “Of course,” he murmured, seductive promise radiating in his eyes.

      Her stomach clenched in longing as she watched his retreat, her eyes fixated on his perfectly sculpted buttocks and thighs beneath black trousers. Nearly ten years of marriage, and her husband never ceased to curl her toes just by walking in or out of a room.

      “Does my queen require anything of me?” Jarvis asked, a smirk curling at the edges of his mouth.

      Esmeralda shook her head, forced to turn her gaze from Damien’s impressive anatomy and toward the butler.

      “No, Jarvis. Thank you.”

      Jarvis bowed stiffly and disappeared, leaving her alone with Desmond. She perched on the edge of the bed near her brother’s feet and studied him as he opened the case and removed his instrument.

      Time had drastically transformed Desmond. The first changes had been in his appearance. He’d grown from a reed-slender seventeen-year-old boy, to a stunningly handsome man. At six feet, four inches, he was taller than her husband—no small feat. His legs seemed endless, long stretches of sinewy muscle; powerful thighs and sturdy calves encased in polished black boots and equally dark breeches. His chest and shoulders were broad and strong, a testament to an active lifestyle. His olive skin was deep brown, made that way partly by heritage and partly by the light of the sun. The swarthy tone was further enhanced by hair black as pitch. He’d allowed it to grow the last few years and it now reached his shoulders in a gleaming curtain of silk. His eyes were like mahogany, deep and dark brown with flecks of gold at the center.

      His development had knocked the women of the court off their feet. They’d pursued him endlessly, and at first Esmeralda had worried for him. Desmond had been young, wide-eyed, and impressionable. He’d wanted nothing more than to be like Damien and the other men of the court—refined, well-mannered, impeccably dressed, and most importantly, respected.

      But, that had been before.

      Now he was changed in personality as well as looks. Around his pouting lips were hard lines of scorn. His eyes glittered with a feral light. His brow was perpetually drawn, as if he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. His air was one of carelessness, and he always looked as if he’d been ruffled by the wind and tossed about on the deck of a ship, even on the stillest of days. Beneath that veneer, Esmeralda knew there was a heart black as night and hard as stone.

      It was all because of that woman.

      She and Damien had known from the start that no good could come of Desmond’s association with Lady Abigail, but had been determined not to interfere. Esmeralda’s hope had been for her brother to discover how unsuitable she was on his own. No such luck.

      Abigail had trapped him into marriage and Desmond had been miserable ever since, particularly in the end when her clandestine activities had become fodder for the gossip mill. That, along with the revelation of their heritage, had painted Desmond in a titillating light. However, he seemed quite pleased with his image as the wild, untamed Gypsy who caused women to swoon when he passed by and men to think twice about crossing him. They thought him the very Devil, and Esmeralda suspected it entertained him vastly to cater to their perceptions.

      Beneath it all hid the same sensitive soul Desmond had always been. He loved fiercely; he protected what he loved and his heart bled when he allowed anyone close enough to prick it. Though, it had been some time since he’d done even that. Esmeralda wanted happiness for her younger brother, but feared it would never happen. Because of the scars inflicted by Abigail, Desmond would not allow it to happen.

      He seemed content enough now, as he lounged against the headboard, his fingers moving dexterously over the guitar strings. The soft melody filled the room with a pleasant sound.

      “It is good to see you, Desmond,” she said. “Though I am sorry for the circumstances.”

      Desmond shrugged, but continued playing. “I do not know why you should apologize. The legal end of my marriage is cause for celebration.”

      Esmeralda lowered her eyes. “Of course I am happy for you. Being rid of that horrid woman once and for all. Shall I throw a ball in your honor?”

      A smile curved her lips and their gazes met. They laughed together like old times. For that moment when his lips split into a stunning smile, Esmeralda caught a glimpse of the boy she’d helped to raise. Desmond set his guitar aside and sat up, sliding his legs over the edge of the bed and coming beside her. His hand rested atop hers and he gave her fingers a squeeze.

      “That would be quite a scandalous thing to do,” he said. “And I’ve created enough scandal for this family to last a lifetime. I always thought Tatiana would ever be the shame of this family. I suppose this is what I get for being so arrogant.”

      Esmeralda nudged him with her shoulder and grinned. “Don’t be ridiculous. The only reason Tatiana is no longer the shame of our family is because she lives half a world away. I’m certain they consider her quite scandalous on that wild island she calls home.”

      That coaxed a smile out of him. “It is almost over. I can hardly stand the wait. This has been the longest three years of my life, Es.”

      “I understand,” she said, giving his hand a squeeze.

      The first year after Desmond had discovered Abigail in bed with Lord Fowler had been hard enough, but it was the second and third years—after she’d abandoned him and Lily—that had taken their toll. Lily had suffered as a result, and so had the rest of the family to see her so distraught.

      “The High Council will rule in your favor and grant you the divorce. This part of your life is almost over. Then, you must move on, Desmond. Do not let this one thing define you.”

      Desmond nodded, but remained silent. Once it became clear he didn’t intend to respond, Esmeralda stood and kissed the top of his head.

      “I must look in on your niece and nephew. I assume you left Lily in their care.”

      Grimacing, Desmond nodded. “By now I am sure they’ve managed to drive your nanny quite batty.”

      Esmeralda laughed. “I’d better go rescue her. Shall we see you for dinner?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      Esmeralda left on silent feet, stealing one last glance at her brother before exiting the room. She’d urged him not to allow his past to define him. Yet, she feared it already had.

      

      Desmond resumed his guitar-playing once his sister had left the room. While he was glad to be with family again, he always valued his time alone. Solitude had become his constant companion, the only break from it coming when Lily was in his company. She was his only joy these days. The rest of his family certainly brought him a small amount of contentment, but they were too happy. Sickeningly so. The darkness within him recoiled from their light and love when he spent too much time near them. It was why he always banished himself to this far corner of Rothchester Hall when he visited. He was too far away to hear Esmeralda’s soft laughter through paneled walls as Damien’s voice boomed, sharing some private joke with her. Or to hear them playing together with their children when the king could spare a moment, frolicking like children themselves on the great lawn.

      Tatianna’s letters from Martinique spoke of her happiness as well. Though she’d yet to bear a child of her own, she had adopted four island children into her home. She and Lord Wilshire were as happy as ever on their plantation where his cousin roamed the palm-covered mountainside in search of adventure. Even her letters filled him with spite for the joy that had eluded him.

      Their lives were what he had wanted for himself. With Abigail. The memory of the green boy who’d climbed a trellis into the window of his lady love seemed so distant, it was like a dream. Had he truly believed Abigail when she’d lain beneath him in that prim, white nightgown, crying from the pain of her lost maidenhead and proclaiming her undying love for him?

      He had, fool that he was, too stupid to even realize that her maidenhead and spilled blood were as false as her words. A tiny piece of sponge, soaked in blood taken from a cut on her elbow, had been her method of deception. A common practice of brothel whores looking to earn more coin by pretending to be virgins. From what Desmond had gathered after learning of Abigail’s true nature, his wife had lost her virginity to three other men before he’d staked his claim on her. By then, it was too late. She’d already woven her spell around him, the witch.

      Desmond had been in her thrall for seven years, several of which had been the most hellish of his life. Even after all that had happened, it still was not finished. He had yet to face the High Council in petition of the divorce he sought. It had been quite a task, hunting down his wayward wife and commanding her back to Cardenas. She and her artist had run away and never looked back. When she was finally found and served with an edict from the king commanding her to return and see to the business of her divorce, she had obeyed. The command was given on pain of imprisonment, and even Abigail would not risk treason, as the punishment for it was always death.

      He would have thought Damien’s threat harsh if he did not have to live with Lily’s sadness day after day. She was only just coming to terms with the fact that Desmond was now her only parent. Lily even seemed happy now, and Desmond had worked damned hard to get her to that point. It was for the pain Abigail had caused his little girl that Desmond almost wished she would defy Damien so the king’s soldiers would have no choice but to lock her away in the darkest cell of the dungeon.

      Desmond threw his trunk open and set about the business of unpacking. Jarvis had offered to fetch a maid to do it, but Desmond preferred to see to his own needs. As a younger man, he had dreamed of a life of indolence and glamour. Court life had seemed like something to aspire to, something to be proud of. Now, he only abided it because it profited him to. The courtiers of his acquaintance would pay good coin for a well-bred piece of horseflesh, and Desmond was the best, even if they all secretly thought of him as beneath them. He would take their coin and laugh right back at them as he grew his own wealth. His father would have been proud—of his success in that regard, at least.

      Perhaps, if Stefan Amador had lived, he could have steered his son down a better path. He could have taught Desmond what to look for in a wife and how to escape the talons of a grasping, greedy liar like Abigail. He would have taught him that a woman’s pedigree and finery were only a shell for what lay within. Desmond would have known that the title of ‘lady’ did not guarantee a woman would act as one.

      He had learned those things the hard way.

      Desmond finished unpacking and laid out an ensemble for the evening. His circle of friends—those who had never derided him for his Gypsy heritage—would be on the prowl and he intended to join them. The evening would be a celebration of sorts. By week’s end, he would finally be completely free from the shackles that had bound him the moment he’d slipped a ring onto Abigail’s slender finger.
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      Lady Anastasia Harden stared down at the jagged cliff jutting beneath her bedroom window in Highmere Keep—home of Lord Harden, holder of one of the largest chunks of land in the realm of Barony. Her father had ruled everything—man, woman, child, and beast—within the walls of the holding where the richest dyes and fabrics in the land were made, as well as those that lived in the valley below them—the sheep herders who provided the wool and harvested the silk. He had been a benevolent man, kind and just. After her mother’s death when she had been only five years old, Lord Harden had raised her single-handedly, and with more love than any girl could hope for.

      In truth, she’d felt as loved as any child with two parents. As the lord’s daughter, she’d been catered to most of her life, though she was no stranger to hard work. Her father hadn’t liked it, but Anastasia loved the feel of a loom beneath her fingers. She enjoyed the smell of dye and the steam that heated her skin and caused her white-blonde hair to hang limp and soaked around her face when she volunteered in the dye house.

      She’d spent much of her time in the workhouses within the keep, learning the trade that had earned her father so much wealth. Anastasia had always hoped that, in time, Lord Harden would come to see how fit his daughter was to rule the keep and name her his heir. Unfortunately, he never had, expecting that her husband would one day be lord of Highmere. She wanted to marry but was waiting for love, and Lord Harden would never force her to consider anything less. He’d loved her far too much for that.

      Though, just now she wished he had arranged a marriage for her. It would be far better than the fate she faced; marriage to her detestable second cousin, the only male left in her family.

      Anastasia’s hope that her father would come to see how intelligent and proficient she was were dashed when he was killed in a hunting accident—impaled on the tusks of a wild boar, ripped open from groin to gullet. She’d yet to get him to agree to change his will and name her heir of Highmere. When Lord Harden went to his death, his will still stood as he’d written it long before her birth. If he had no son of his own blood, or by marriage, then Highmere was to be passed on to the closest living male relative in the Harden bloodline.

      Such was a common practice in the lands of Barony and Cardenas, and Anastasia would never want to cheat a man out of his birthright. If only the man inheriting wasn’t cousin Edmond. She’d hated him since childhood, feared him even. His cold, pale blue eyes—so light they were almost clear as glass—seemed to strip her of her clothing every time he gazed upon her. From the time she’d met him at the age of twelve, until now at the age of twenty-one, Anastasia had prayed fervently that Highmere would never fall into his hands. If it did, she knew he would make good on the promises his eyes made as they skimmed her developing body year after year.

      Edmond had returned annually after their first meeting, practically salivating as he’d watched Anastasia grow into womanhood. It didn’t matter what she did to make herself seem unappealing; she dressed in her plainest clothes and went unadorned when he was near. Yet, his lecherous gaze never wavered. Anastasia had known that if she remained unmarried when her father passed, Edmond would control her fate. A more hellish nightmare she could not imagine.

      Now, she did not have to imagine. The time had come for her marriage to Edmond and there was not much she could do to stop it. There were no suitors to claim her hand, and her father had made no provisions for her in his will beyond the inheritance left in her name by her mother. That, she could not even claim until her twenty-fifth birthday. It had been negligent on his part, but not done of spite. Lord Harden had simply been naïve, thinking Edmond an honorable man who would care for his daughter.

      “He’ll care for me all right,” Anastasia murmured to herself, “so long as I sacrifice my freedom and my body.”

      She closed her eyes as she remembered their encounter just after Lord Harden’s death. Edmond had arrived the moment he’d heard that his uncle had died, presumably to pay his respects. Anastasia knew he was really coming to claim his inheritance—which now included her.

      “I am so very sorry for your loss, dear Anastasia,” he’d said, his voice a whisper that slithered down her spine.

      She had shuddered as cold dread unfurled in her stomach. His words were betrayed by his tone, which was cold and devoid of emotion. Just like his expression; just like his colorless eyes.

      “Thank you,” she’d managed politely, hiding her disdain for him behind the black veil draping from the crown of her matching hat. Shrouded in black, she’d gone into mourning the moment Lord Harden’s last breath had left his lungs. “I am grateful, at least, that he went quickly.”

      Her father hadn’t stood a chance after being ripped apart by that boar. She’d shuddered to remember all the blood and carnage the beast had left behind. They had just left the burial ground outside the gates of Highmere. Duty dictated that she appear publicly with Edmond, to show the people that their lord and lady were united in this trying time. It was why they’d walked arm-in-arm through the halls of the castle once inside. But, the moment Edmond had ushered her into an empty drawing room, Anastasia had snatched her arm away from him with unrestrained violence. She’d moved toward the fireplace, holding her hands out over the flames for warmth. The morning held a damp chill and Edmond’s presence had only added to her discomfort.

      He’d pretended not to notice her behavior, coming to join her at the hearth. Anastasia had stiffened, but kept her back turned. She could feel him behind her, inches away. Yet, no warmth had radiated from him.

      “I know it is a bit soon,” he’d said, “but we can waste no time in making arrangements for your future. Your father would have wanted to see you settled with a husband, and as your guardian I am responsible for seeing it done.”

      Anastasia’s jaw had clenched tight. “You have no idea what he would have wanted,” she’d said, the low calm of her voice a mask for the rage and disgust tearing her apart inside. “Besides, I am of age now. You are not my guardian.”

      “Oh, I think I do know what he wanted. All fathers desire the same thing for their daughters. As to the issue of your age, it is irrelevant. As the lord of Highmere, it falls within the sphere of my duties to care for you until you come into your inheritance at the age of twenty-five. Your well-being rests entirely in my hands, Anastasia.”

      She had read the double meaning in his words easily, a startling reminder of just how easily he could control her fate. She’d loathed him for it.

      “It was my father’s wish that I be allowed to choose a husband in my own time and for my own reasons,” she argued. “I would hope that as the new lord and my cousin, you would adhere to those wishes. Just as you would the other stipulations set forth in his will.”

      Edmond had chuckled and inched closer, his hands coming to rest on her shoulders. “There were no such clauses in his will, my dear. Lord Harden simply stated that if his daughter were unwed, Highmere would pass to his next living male relative ... me. There was also the bit about the new lord of Highmere caring for you, providing for you, and seeing you settled. So, you see, I am upholding your father’s wishes. I want nothing more than to see you happy.”

      Anastasia had whirled on him, unable to hold back her anger any longer. “I know what it is you want, lecher!”

      He’d drawn nearer, so close now that their chests were pressed together. Revulsion ran through her and she backed away. Still, he pursued. Silently, he reached for her. When he’d removed her hat and placed it aside, he looked at her, those cold eyes of his boring into hers in a way that left her feeling stripped bare and exposed.

      “You have grown into an exceptionally beautiful woman, Anastasia,” he’d purred. “I have watched that growth over the years, waiting for this day. You may resist, and you may have trepidations, but you will be mine.”

      “I will never be yours! You cannot force me.”

      Before she could blink, his hand had shot out to capture her throat in a vicious grasp. She’d gasped, clawing at his wrist while his fingers tightened on her windpipe. His face hardened, his mouth a cruel sneer as he leaned in so that their lips were almost touching.

      “You always were a spitfire,” he’d hissed. “But your days of spurning the guidance of the men in your life are over. I am lord here now, and you are in my charge. You will do as you’re told. In one month’s time, we are to be wed. You will be my wife in every way. I will have your respect and your unquestioning obedience. If you insist upon fighting me, I will make your life a living hell. I know of a priest or two who are not above performing a wedding against the bride’s will. And if you think that prospect is daunting, wait until after the wedding when I chain you to your bed and keep you there until you are swollen with my son. If you wish to continue on in your cozy little existence, you would do well to heed me. Should you decide to fight …” His fingers flexed and Anastasia fought the talons of unconsciousness. Finally, he’d released her, and she had coughed and choked, gasping frantically to fill her lungs with air. “It will not go well for you.”

      Her hand on her bruised throat, Anastasia had glared at him, but remained silent. He’d won their battle of wills for the moment. As the lord of Highmere, Edmond had the power to control her fate, just as he’d said. All who were under his authority were obligated to obey him. No one would go against him if he forced Anastasia to take him as a husband.

      “I’ll trust you to begin the preparations for our wedding,” he’d said before turning to leave her alone in the room.

      There was no way out. She hung her head, shame gripping her at the memories that consumed her as she stood at the window, staring down at the jagged rock face leading to the barren wasteland that was the edge of Barony. Throwing herself from her tower room would be the ultimate act of cowardice. It would shame her father to no end if he were still living to know that his daughter had killed herself to escape. Yet, as her fingers came up to her healed throat, she knew she could not stay and suffer this destiny. She was too willful to be Edmond’s wife. Though she would say the vows, the rest of their lives would be a constant battle with him trying to bring her to heel. He would likely kill her in the process.

      Think!

      Anastasia chastised herself for wanting to take the easy way out, when she’d always been an intelligent girl. Now was the time to put her cleverness to the test. Only hours before her wedding, there had to be some way of preventing it, some way of saving herself from a life of degradation as Edmond Harden’s wife.

      Her head snapped up as she stared out over the land beyond her window once more, her eyes growing wide. Perhaps suicide was her best option. Or at least, letting Edmond believe she had killed herself.

      She turned from the window and dashed across the room, overturning her armoire and using it to block the door. Then she began tearing at the long row of buttons going down the back of her wedding gown. The white satin and lace garment had been her mother’s, and though she wouldn’t have chosen to wear it for a marriage to Edmond, Jane, her lady’s maid, had talked her into it. She would likely only wed once, and the dress was ever so beautiful.

      Now, she wouldn’t be getting married at all.

      Once free of the gown, Anastasia removed her corset, chemise, and petticoats. She threw them into the fireplace and stoked the glowing coals, bringing the flames to life once more. Once the undergarments were burning, she knelt and pulled a trunk from beneath her bed. There, she’d hidden the clothes she preferred to wear when in the workhouses. The breeches had once belonged to a stable boy and were perfect for her slender frame. They hugged her hips a bit too much, but luckily the tunic she wore with it would cover her to mid-thigh and disguise her curves.

      Then, she shredded her bed sheet and used the strips to bind her breasts, flattening them as best she could. She’d need to become a boy if she was going to escape the keep without drawing attention to herself. No one would pay attention to a scruffy little lad on the wedding day of the lord’s daughter.

      Once she’d bound herself as best she could—a wool vest would do the rest—Anastasia finished dressing, completing her disguise with the tunic, vest, and a pair of scuffed brown boots. She braided her long, white-blonde hair and tucked it into a hat, careful to hide as much of it as she could. The brightness of its color would be a dead giveaway as to her identity.

      Once finished, Anastasia knelt beside the fireplace, taking a lump of coal from the copper bin beside the grate. She stained her hands with it first, then used them to smudge her face, careful to also stain the beds of her fingernails after swiftly biting them down to the quick. Old Hobs, the gatekeeper, was too perceptive by half. Her disguise would have to be as near perfect as she could manage to fool him into opening the gate for her.

      Anastasia stood and studied her reflection in the full-length mirror. Her chest heaved with heavy breath and her green eyes were wide with fear. She swallowed and forced herself to calm her breathing.

      “You must do this,” she whispered to herself. “It is the only way.”

      The light of lust in Edmond’s eyes when he stared upon her was not her main concern. It was the cold brutality that caused those eyes to appear vacant, as if he had no soul. He was a conscienceless monster who’d all but told her he planned to tie her to the bed and work to get her with child the moment they were married. He admired her beauty, but detested her spirited nature. He would never allow her to ride wearing breeches, or visit the loom, wash, or dye houses. He would not tolerate her love of books and writing, and the pages of her journal would be in danger of exposure to his eyes.

      Anastasia cursed her father for a fool. He had left her to this fate. That Lord Harden had not seen Edmond’s cruel nature spoke to his gullibility. While Anastasia had loved him, it had been the man’s very worst flaw.

      One I do not intend to pay for, she thought as she removed her pearl earrings, bracelet, and necklace. She slid them into the side of her boot, where she’d torn a little hole in the lining. The pieces were valuable and she could sell them to see her through until she obtained employment.

      Anastasia wished she could take more—her mother’s ruby ring, her gilded comb, brush, and hand mirror set—but knew she could not. It had to appear as if she’d leapt from the window wearing her wedding ensemble. Her servants would assume the pearls had gone down with her. The only other thing she took was her journal; a small, leather-bound book small enough to tuck down into her other boot. It held some of her dearest memories and she didn’t want to leave it behind.

      That done, Anastasia shoved her trunk back in its place beneath her bed. She stood, taking her wedding gown with her. Finding a pair of scissors in the drawer of her vanity, she snipped at the neckline, creating a small tear, before using her hands to rip the fabric down the middle to the hem. It took a great deal of strength, and by the time she was done, Anastasia was sweating and panting but determined all the same. She lifted the ornate mahogany chair from before her vanity, her fingers sinking into the upholstered cushion of the seat before she hurled it through the window, shattering the pane. Hanging her gown from a piece of jagged glass still in the window’s frame, Anastasia allowed the wind to whip it out into the cool morning air like a banner.

      She stood back and admired her handiwork, spying the broken bits of chair on the rocks below. She could only pray that it would appear that she’d thrown the chair through the window, then stood on the  ledge before hurling herself over the side, catching her gown on the jagged glass remnants, hanging there for a moment before it tore, releasing her to dash upon the rocks. Wild wolves often prowled the lands extending beyond Barony’s borders. If someone were to die upon the rocks below, the animals would be upon them in a matter of minutes. The absence of a body would be of no consequence. She pitched her slippers over the edge for good measure.

      It would have to do. Anyone who didn’t examine it too closely could come to no other conclusion. Edmond would be too enraged by her actions to question it. That, along with the note she hastily scribbled and left on the bed, should do it. Once it was done, Anastasia slipped into her dressing room. There was a door on the other side of it that led to a network of stairwells and corridors used by the servants. It was through those dark passages that she ran, headed for the kitchen.

      The place was chaotic, as Sal and her scullions bustled about in preparation for the wedding breakfast. No one noticed her as she retrieved an empty grain sack from the cellar and slipped into the pantry. After filling her sack with apples, bread, cheese, and an empty wineskin, she slipped through the cellar’s back door and out into the morning.

      The cool air of the approaching winter sank deep into her skin, causing it to prickle with goose bumps. Ignoring it as best she could, Anastasia slung her bag over her shoulder and trotted toward the stables. There, she found one of her father’s mares, Agatha, pawing the ground in her stall. She dared not take her own mare; it would be the height of stupidity.

      Swiftly, she released Agatha from her stall and saddled her, careful to choose one that was old and worn, forgotten in the corner of the stable. She mounted the beast and thundered out into inner bailey of the keep.

      She soon reached the gate, bringing the horse to a stop near the gatehouse where Old Hobs was waiting.

      “Ho there!” he called as he stepped down from his post, eyeing her suspiciously. “And just where do you suppose you’ll be goin’ lad? Ain’t you needed in the stables to groom the guest’s horses? Abandonin’ your post, are you?”

      “No, sir,” Anastasia rasped in her best imitation of a young boy’s voice. “My Mam’s sick,” she said, practicing the lie she’d thought up between the stable and gate. “Tory gave me the day off to go and purchase medicine. I’m my family’s only source o’ income, sir. My Papa was injured in the war and can’t work.”

      Old Hobs eyed her through narrowed eyes, his lips pursed. “Hmm,” he rumbled, one hand stroking his ginger beard. “Well, if that’s the way of it, boy, I wish you Godspeed and your Mam well.”

      Anastasia tipped her hat to him as Hobs called for the guards to open the gates. As they did, Hobs stepped closer, his weathered face lined with age, his eyes knowing.

      “We all seen that bruise ‘round your neck the day Lord Harden shown up here to claim your hand. All seen it, but did nothing. Biggest regret o’ my life, Miss. It’s the least I can do to help you get as far away from here as fast as that horse’ll take you. Should anyone ask me, I’ll play the idiot and swear I let no one through the gates.”

      Anastasia gasped, her eyes wide. Hobs merely chuckled.

      “I may be old but I’m no fool, Miss,” he said. “And everyone in Highmere knows you’d rather die than marry that scum your Pa left you to. I say good riddance to you and good luck.”

      Anastasia smiled as the guards backed away from the open gates. “Thank you,” she whispered, her eyes welling with tears. “And you need not worry. All of Highmere will be made to think that Anastasia Harden lies dead beyond our borders someplace. You need simply pretend to grieve me.”

      Hobs nodded. “You’ll be sorely missed. Now away with you, quickly now. You’ll need as much of a head start as you can get.”

      Anastasia wished she could kiss the old gatekeeper, but knew a stable boy would never do such a thing. Instead, she dug her heels into Agatha and spurred her out onto the drawbridge. She urged the mare into a gallop, putting Highmere behind her as fast as she could. She kept the pace for near an hour before slowing to a brisk trot. Stopping only to water and rest Agatha and fill her wineskin, Anastasia pushed on through Barony’s forests, careful to stay away from the main roads.

      That night found her sleeping in the stable of an inn. There was no coin for a room, and Anastasia wouldn’t have dared to stay in one anyway. She needed to maintain her identity as a lone boy until she reached her destination. Where that was, she could not be certain. Yet, as Anastasia drifted off to sleep surrounded by warm, fragrant hay, she’d never felt more free. Her life in Highmere was over and she’d likely have to work for the rest of her days in order to eat. But, it was far preferable to spending her life as Edmond’s slave, which was what becoming his wife would be likened to.

      

      One week later, Anastasia found herself in Cardenas. The neighboring kingdom was preferable to Barony, where she could too easily be recognized as the lady of Highmere Keep. Travel weary and hungry, Anastasia trudged down a lane near the edge of the city. She had found herself in the more disreputable part of the city, and the street she traveled was lined with taverns, brothels, and cheap inns. She’d been able to sell Agatha—not for the amount the mare was worth, but it was something. The coin she’d received would be enough to pay for lodging for a few nights, and put food in her belly until she decided where she would go from here.

      Finding a reputable buyer for her pearls would be the first order of business. That, she would not do in this part of town so late at night. A meal, a hot bath, and a warm bed were her first priorities for now. The pearls could wait until morning.

      At the end of the lane, she came to a building with yellow light and delightful smells spilling from the open door. The White Stag appeared to be a decent enough place. When she entered, Anastasia found herself in a taproom filled with drinking men and half-dressed women. Her eyes widened as she took it all in; men sitting at their meals with mugs of ale at their sides, and a few with tavern whores in their laps. The women wore far too much powder and rouge, and their breasts spilled provocatively from threadbare, homespun gowns.

      Anastasia’s stomach rumbled and she was grateful for the coins in her pocket. If not for them, she might have found herself in the same position as these painted-up women. She shuddered at the thought.

      “What’s the likes o’ you don’ in my inn, you little ragamuffin?”

      Anastasia turned to find a rail-thin woman standing before her. She wore a soiled apron over a wool gown. Her weathered face was drawn into a scowl as she wrinkled her nose at Anastasia.

      “I’ll not have any trouble,” she added, when Anastasia simply stared. “The last lad that thought to steal from my kitchen got his ears boxed and was forced to scrub pots till his hands were raw.”

      Anastasia reached into her pocket and pulled out a handful of coins. “No trouble, miss,” she said her in young boy’s voice. “I needs a room for a few nights, some stew and bread, too, if you got it. Please.”

      The innkeeper eyed her suspiciously, but took the coins. “This’ll get you three nights in our smallest room below stairs and all the stew you can eat, lad. If you be wantin’ a wench, it’ll cost you extra.”

      Anastasia’s cheeks burned red. “No wench needed. About that stew …”

      The woman nodded. “Have a seat and it’ll be out directly. Remember, no trouble out o’ you.”

      Anastasia merely nodded as the innkeeper bustled off, screaming for her cook to dish up a bowl of soup. Several pairs of eyes followed Anastasia as she entered the taproom, choosing a table in the shadows. She lowered her head over the soup and ate quickly once her dinner arrived, grateful when the hum of conversation indicated she had been found uninteresting and everyone went back to their business. In the dim lighting, she spied several well-dressed men amongst the more plainly outfitted and wondered what they were doing here.

      Deciding it was none of her business if the lords of Cardenas’ court liked to dally with tavern whores, she quickly finished her stew. Now that her belly was full, she wanted nothing more than to go lie down in her room. She did not care that the rooms below were often dark and insect infested. The straw-stuffed mattress there was preferable to sleeping in a frigid stable.

      While delivering her dinner, the innkeeper had promised that the room would be prepared and warmed by the time she had finished eating. Anastasia headed there now, ready for a good night’s sleep and a bath in the morning. But, she found her path blocked by a man in grungy clothing, his smile sinister as he towered over her. A shadow whispered at her back and dread filled her as she found herself closed in on at all sides. Two more figures had emerged from the dark, obviously in league with the first.

      “What have we here?” the first man said, his lips parting to reveal stained, crooked teeth. “Where’d you get the coin to pay for your room, lad? The truth, now.”

      Anastasia trembled as he eyed her from head to toe, his gaze searching. “I worked for it,” she said, nearly forgetting her disguise and the voice that went with it. “Please, I don’t want trouble.”

      “Won’t be any trouble, boy,” said one of the men behind her, his heavy hand coming down on her shoulder.

      Anastasia winced, pain lancing down her arm at his brutal grasp.

      “Just empty your pockets and do it quietly.”

      “I’ll have them boots while you’re at it,” said the third one, coming around to stand beside the first man. “My boy’s about your size and he’d look right smart in ‘em.”

      Anastasia reached into her trouser pockets and turned them inside out, showing the men that they were empty. “I spent the last I had on the room. I have nothing else.”

      “Search him,” rasped the first man, standing back as his friends obeyed. One of them grabbed her by the shoulders as another seized her legs, and they took her to the floor, hands searching for hidden pockets in her clothes. Anastasia fought and thrashed, afraid they would discover it wasn’t a boy they were dealing with. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes as she felt her boots snatched away and the pearls with them, still in the hidden pocket she’d created. The fool who’d taken them would be able to eat for a year off what they were worth.

      The strength was rapidly draining from her muscles as the hands holding her down tightened like shackles. She fell limp when a stinging slap knocked the wind out of her.

      “Hold still, or there’ll be more where that came from. Just tell us where you’ve hidden the rest of your coins and we’ll leave you be.”

      “Please,” she begged, sobbing hysterically now. “There is no more!”

      “Shut him up!” the first man hissed. “We don’t want to bring one of those nobles from the taproom.”

      “It is too late for that,” intruded a fourth voice.

      Anastasia was flooded with relief as the men released her, their eyes fixed on the figure shrouded in black edging down the dark corridor toward them. Her heart dropped into her gut as she found herself transfixed by black eyes edged in dark lashes. The face they belonged to was pulled into a scowl, and the obsidian shock of hair that fell to his shoulders gleamed, a few strands falling forward into his face. He was so broad that he blocked the path of all three men; so tall, she couldn’t even see over his shoulder.

      Anastasia went from relieved to terrified in a matter of seconds.

      “We were just⁠—”

      “Leaving,” the dark man finished for one who’d slapped her. “Now.”

      “See here,” said the first man, obviously the leader of their little band of ruffians, “this ain’t the king’s court. Here, it’s every man for himself and it’s us three against you.”

      Anastasia gasped as he reached into his coat; the cold, silver glint of a knife flashing in the dark as he lunged for the dark man. Her rescuer met the attack coolly and calmly, his large hand coming up in the blink of an eye to deflect the assault. His fist collided with the attacker’s wrist with a crunch and the knife clattered to the floor. As the man fell to his knees, howling and clutching his wrist, the dark lord let his fists fly.

      As Anastasia scrambled back toward the door to her room, he dispatched two of the men within seconds, leaving them both sprawling on the floor and clutching bloody faces. Sadly the third got away, sprinting down the hall with her boots in his fist.

      The dark lord came toward her.

      “Are you all right, boy?” he asked.

      Anastasia nodded, but didn’t trust herself to speak. Something about the man’s gaze made her feel exposed, as if he could see through her disguise. But that was ridiculous. He’d called her ‘boy’ and had come to her rescue besides. She should thank him, but the words were stuck to the roof of her mouth, along with her uncooperative tongue. He came toward her and her legs propelled her back. She stumbled as she crossed the threshold, now safely in her room. She stared at him through the open door, her eyes wide and her heart hammering in her chest.

      The dark man stopped, his hands up in a gesture that conveyed he meant her no harm. “It’s all right,” he murmured, his voice a deep rumble in the dark hallway. “I just wanted to help. It’s not safe for a boy your age to travel alone.”

      Did he know that because he himself was so much a part of the night? The darkness seemed to embrace him, the lack of light like a mantle he wore proudly. Something in his eyes was wild and untamed, speaking of danger, seduction, and all the things a nanny warned her young, female charges about.

      He was, by far, the most frightening thing she’d ever seen.

      “I’m meeting my grandfather in the morning,” she lied as she reached for the door to her room. “He’ll look after me.”

      Before the man could respond, she slammed the door, sliding the bar across until it fit into the latch. She leaned against it, her breath noisy in the dim room, her blood tingling with fright and anticipation.

      Anastasia half expected him to come crashing through the door at any moment. Instead, the sound of his footsteps retreating in the opposite direction echoed in the corridor. Eventually, they faded.
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