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Chapter One





“Whoever crafted stories about heroes flouncing about the woods must never have left the city,” Cleona muttered, tugging her skirt from a particularly prickly brier. Heroes never got tangled in gorse, swallowed gnats, or stumbled over gnarled roots hidden beneath bracken. 

Or maybe she simply had the makings of a lackluster hero.

This wasn’t the ideal afternoon of sipping dandelion tea whilst reading her almanac she had planned, but a village healer’s work was anything but predictable. Instead of tea and reading, she spent the morning scrubbing out vomit pails after a stomach illness slowly ate its way through the village hearth by hearth. Those irritable stomachs drained her horehound physic to the dregs before morning ripened to noon. With the apothecary shuttered for resting day, the search for more of the effective—yet elusive—herb brought Cleona trudging into the wilds of the forest hills.

She tread carefully over the untamed terrain. Thorn scrapes and snagged skirts were mere annoyances compared to a nettle’s kiss or a twisted ankle. Still, Cleona savored the clean breeze after being cooped in the infirmary shed’s stale sickness. Here there were no soiled rushes to be swept aside, no squabbling of her young sons, and no nattering of her aged mother. A lonely melody of warbling birds serenaded her as she followed the meandering stream through the shade. Here sunshine chiseled through the cool darkness of the forest canopy, dappling her path through the leaf laden trees donned in summer’s heavy cloak. Light and dark played against one another in the rippling breeze. It called to mind nursemaid’s tales of beasts who lurked within the swaying patches of inky darkness. But if beasts prowled this forest, she had avoided the misfortune to stumble upon one. Truly, she loved this solitude, regardless of the darkness curling all around her.

Still, the day was far from ideal. Balmy air thickened, suffocated with tomorrow’s rain. She puffed a stray tress of her auburn hair from where it pasted on her slick forehead. Summer heat redoubled by her steep trek to an oppressive swelter. Cleona could throttle her past self for plundering all the lowland horehound bushes of late spring, leaving her present self to scour this remote nook of the outlying forest. Densely daubed pools of shade had already smothered some of the fragile undergrowth to withered twigs, but herbs might still thrive where the sun pierced the leafy curtain of darkness.

“Blighted shady enough to choke plants of sunlight but not seep the heat from the air,” she complained. Swearing an ornery oath, Cleona paused and wiped away the perspiration with her linen chemise sleeve.  

Then she spied it. 

That desperately sought, bright purple bud sprouted vast and full against a tall privet. Delighting in her victory, she crouched and began pruning away the stalks with her shears. The healer gingerly bundled them in an apron pocket stained from years of foraging. But just as she was about to snip the last sprig, a loud splash nearly startled her out of her skin. After a soft, rattled chuckle at her own skittishness, the herbalist peered past the jagged gap of the scrub’s branches.

Sunlight gleamed off the ripples of a small tarn. The small mountain lake’s glassy surface shimmering not far below where she crouched. Had her foraging really brought her that far from the village? This secluded lake formed from the melted snowcaps of the mountain tract cleaving the region. Water so cool and clean it was almost worth the arduous journey. Almost. Few peasants endured the trek and fewer returned for repeat visit. She squinted through the foliage, expecting to see a frolicking doe or an eagle swooping upon an unsuspecting fish. 

However, fate decided to treat Cleona to a much more alluring sight that day.

She froze, her breath hitched to utter stillness as she spied a magnificently strapping and gloriously naked back of a man. Her unwary bather lingered near the opposite shore, alone, vigorously rubbing soap beneath his armpits and across his chest. 

 Cleona blinked. Then she blinked again to dispel him. It had to be a mirage. It definitely had to be a mirage because no man possessed that sublime of a body. Those broad shoulders paired with that trim waist. Sleek skin stretched over his toned muscles, gleaming like poured bronze. This man was a mythic hero incarnate strode right out of bard’s tale and into this lake. 

Aside from being too magnificently formed to be real, she presumed him a stranger. No man in the village had such striking, shoulder-length black hair. Nor has an arse like that, she thought wantonly and tipped the branch lower for a clearer view. 

Much to her own dismay, she couldn’t tear her gaze off his well-sculpted buttocks. As though in coincidental tease, the man bent at the waist to douse himself, further presenting his delectable backside for her inspection. Alright, perhaps the thighs are quite lovely as well. 

This was wrong. She should leave; skulk backwards with her herbs and return to her village. Such was the only decent course of action for a widow with two young sons. Yet carnal curiosity triumphed over matronly propriety. Something about the man compelled her to stay. It had to be an arcane magic captivated her, or so she kept telling herself. 

Surely a powerful spell.

The scent of his soap danced on the breeze. Exotic and intoxicating, redolent of sandalwood and an ingredient unfamiliar to her trained herbalist’s nose. Intriguing, and probably expensive. Too expensive to be washing up in a lake.

Speculations about his strange soap guttered when he turned around, facing his culpable voyeur. Fear and awe twisted Cleona’s heart into a messy knot. She also may have forgotten how to breathe for those few harrowing seconds. Fortunately, the man went about his ablutions, oblivious to the wanton woman lurking in the bushes.

Though undetected, she still struggled to recapture her breath. A lucky combination of heredity and training fashioned his front as spectacularly as his back. He was breathtakingly gorgeous. Beautiful in a rugged sense that owed nothing to softness or gentleness but to hard ridges and hewn granite. A physique forged and tempered by military hands to be as deadly as the weapons he probably wielded. He stood as a ferocious exemplar of a warrior whom women either fled screaming or threw themselves at.  

Distance blotted any of his distinctive facial features. He was past youth but before middle age. Perhaps a little older than Cleona’s own thirty years. Obsidian locks swayed wetly beside high cheekbones and framed his swarthy eyebrows. The shadow of a close cropped beard obscured his mouth. However, the herbalist could see his prominent, albeit comely nose from where she crouched. Innate savagery touched his features undampened by distance or beauty.

Also reminiscent a barbarian marauder was the wonderfully broad and coarsely hairy chest. Abandoning any remaining shreds of her decency, Cleona’s gaze chased that dense fur track down to the thicket of ebon hair nested between his sturdy thighs. The healer leered at his privates without a whit of professional conduct. She so shamelessly scrutinized his flaccid manhood that she wondered how his heavy-looking testicles might feel cradled in her palm.

By the gods, did I just think that? Her face flared crimson at her own bawdiness.

His soapy hand lathered his genitals and she bit her finger to keep from squealing. Did he know she was there? He had to have done that on purpose. The innocuously private act tingled between her own thighs, almost toppling her from where she stooped on her soles. If he was truly ignorant to her presence, all she needed was a sudden fumbling crunch of foliage to draw attention herself. Quiet as a fox staking out a wolf den, Cleona rucked up her skirts, settling her bare knees into the mellow soil of early summer. 

The man took a few splashing strides, dove, and vanished beneath the tranquil waters. Although she anticipated his reemergence, the healer had to stifle a shriek when he broke the surface perilously close to her perch. Cleona clamped her hands over her mouth and pivoted back on her haunches, abandoning her peeping spot for a few nerve-racking heartbeats. Petrified, she listened to his wet movements splash over her thundering heart. There was a messy slosh followed by a heavy trickle stilled to silence.

You should go, her common sense advised a little louder than before. 

A depraved inner voice bandied back, After one last glimpse.

Cleona leaned forward and lowered the branch to steal that one last glimpse. The man had mounted a nearby rock formation too meager to be called an island. It was more like a jumble of boulders some giant pushed together in a forgotten heap. There he splayed out on his back, lounging upon the smooth, flat slope jutting above the water. A picture of pure contentment beneath the lazy afternoon sun. He laughed to himself at some unsaid joke or amusement. Blunt fingers wiped swarthy locks off his forehead and he closed his eyes as if he were about to fall asleep.

You should go.

The healer swallowed a breathless gasp when those same blunt fingers drifted down his chest, over the valley between his abs to grasp his thickening cock. He pumped the shaft with a few lazy tugs, his foreskin retracted to free the ruddy head from its bronzed hood. Naked and glistening, the warrior peered down at his manhood with a shadow of admiration. 

“Relax, I’ve not forgotten about you.” His sonorous voice, rich and deep like midnight sky, carried on the breeze. 

Her limbs seized up in fear of being discovered. But then she realized he had talked to his own manhood and not her. Oh, the vanity of men that compelled them to name their penises and address them as though they had little lords sprouting from their bodies. She would’ve rolled her eyes, but her own sex clenched with want at the sight before her. A vision skittered through her mind, a vision of her writhing astride him as he filled her, wracking another tremor through her tense body.

The man laid his forearm atop his eyes to shield the glaring white sun. He treated himself to slow ministrations, edging his desire in a lazy pump of his fist. Little pants mingled with staggered groans. His pace gradually increased while his top lip thinned back from his teeth in determination. Trim hips lifted, rutting his cock into his fist as though he pretended at taking a woman. Again, her mind conjured another scandalous fantasy. That hard body behind her, those thick fingertips digging into her hips as he plunged inside her body over and over. 

Flame licked between her legs, prickled in her nipples and spread beneath her skin. An unquenchable wild fire roared despite the heavy wetness of her quim. The overpowering sensation proved too irresistible to go unheeded. 

Confident of her stealth, the healer leaned forward, steadying her balance on a gnarled root of a nearby tree. The privet branches spread just enough to watch him. She reached beneath the hem of skirt, mindful not to disturb the brush around her. Swallowing a moan, she collected dew from her plump nether lips and rubbed the sensitive, swollen pearl at their apex. This nub had brought her euphoria on lonely nights and temporarily thwarted stress. However, she didn’t usually have such an exquisite view when she played with it. Her gaze snapped back up to the rock where a stranger laid on his back, stroking himself so vigorously it looked painful. He rutted as both man and beast in equal measure, his ministrations driving him further from civility.

But who was she to judge? Cleona was hardly a paragon of sophistication on her hands and knees in the forest, arse up in the air with a slick finger rubbing light, quick strokes over her clit to the sight of an unsuspecting naked man handling himself. The soapy, musky scent of him wafted in the air, mingling with the smell of fresh horehound and her own feminine odor. Cool shade chilled the backs of her bared thighs as she rubbed herself to the verge of completion. 

The taxing strain on her left arm forced her to adjust in a clumsy lurch. That lust impaired movement ultimately betrayed her. Cleona’s retribution served swift as she misplaced her hand and snapped a twig. 

The crisp crack reverberated as quietly as a clashing sword. 

She didn’t waste even a fraction of a second on indecision. He had to have discovered her now. The guttural curse accompanied by the loud splashing of furious, naked warrior told her she assumed correctly. Cozy warmth between her legs chilled to cold fright. After stumbling to unsteady feet, the herbalist spun and darted along the same stream she had followed earlier. She may have been panicked, but she couldn’t risk getting lost this deep in the forest. Her worn boots propelled her as fleet as a horse’s hooves, spurred by the sinister possibilities of what might befall her should the man catch her.

Quit the demure maiden act. You might enjoy some of the sinister possibilities, her baser vices chastised and she squelched them.

As difficult as it was for her run in skirts, an erection whilst sprinting naked and barefoot through shrubs and thorny bramble couldn’t have made his chase pleasant either. Still she refused to look back as she ran. Her pursuer spewed curses amid the clamor of snapping branches and snagging overgrowth.

The healer fled, ran until the thunderclap of shouts died off and kept running. Ignoring any illusion of security, her boots beat turf until she raced past the forest margin and the village gates within sight. Cleona trembled in her poor attempt at composure, each shaky step bringing her closer to safety. When the herbalist finally reached her cottage at the village’s southend, her heart no longer battered her chest. In the face of mercurial emotions, fear thawed and arousal flowed through her veins once more. 

She walked home cursing herself, unable to blot the scandalous scene from where it branded in her recollection. Cleona’s conscience told her that she ought to forget him and be grateful for the oblivion, but the man flashed just as vibrantly now, handsome face contorted in pleasure as he pumped into his fist, infuriated and savage as he chased her. 

Her head cleared and she became as angry with him as she was with herself. What kind of man does that? Sure, bathing in the tarn was one matter, but pleasuring himself out in the wilds for any unsuspecting widow to stumble upon was entirely reprehensible! Cleona had all but exonerated herself of guilt as she approached her home.

The stout, two-story cruck house was a manor compared to the wooden hut of her childhood. Though the building’s slight list, weathered thatch roof, and cracked daub made no secret of its age. This had been her late husband’s childhood home and hearth to his family for several generations. Now the domicile was the lawful possession of her eleven year-old son, a fact the lad was quite proud of despite the terrible means by which he inherited it.

With a peeved sigh, the healer pulled open the splintered front door. The familiar sight of her mother crushing herbs with mortar and pestle greeted her, banishing away any vestige of unsatisfied desire or fright. 

“Hello, dearie! Your lads are out playing with the baker’s boy. Nearly drove me past my last wit,” the older woman chirped without looking up from her herbs. “Have ye got the horehound? Madam Niven will pay more than thrice over if she receives the physic by night fall.”

The herbalist leaned against the door, basking in the sanctity of her cozy little home. “Yes, mother, it took awhile but I’ve got them right—”  She paused in cold horror as she reached into the apron pocket only to find a single stalk and some loose petals. Ye gods. The rest must have fallen out during the harrowing pursuit or while she was bent over pleasuring herself. And if that weren’t bad enough, she’d also left her only pair of pruning shears behind like the wanton dolt she was.

“That’s it?” The older woman—who had been an herbalist long before hearing her daughter’s first squalls—spoke incredulously and placed balled hands on her thin hips. “Ye were gone for nigh two hours if the dial is to be believed, and that’s all ye found? A viable horehound plant produces at least ten stalks! Where’s the rest?”

Somehow explaining that she lost the horehound whilst watching a man fondle himself wasn’t a proper excuse. So she feigned ignorance. 

“Hells! They must have fallen from my apron when I descended the hill.” She pinched her lower lip between her teeth and avoided her mother’s imperious, all seeing gaze. “Sorry, mother.”

The old woman shook her head of loosely curled, faded auburn hair. “If mistakes and blunders were gems and coin, we’d all be lords and ladies. Don’t fret, my sweet lass. Half a stalk is enough for Madam Niven’s physic, but you’ll have to venture back out before the nightfall to find more for the morrow. We have too many patients returning in the morn for another dosage. Perhaps retrace your steps, my dear. Will you do that for me?”

Her heart plummeted in her stomach in a cold free fall. Retracing steps would be easy enough. But what if that hulking beast of a man waited for her? No, why would he even expect me to return? Don’t be silly. 

The daughter chuckled at her own paranoia.  “Of course, mother. I’ll just have some tea and bread before I set back out.”



* * *



This afternoon was nothing as he planned. All Bryden wanted was to bathe a week’s worth of dust and sweat from his filthy body, sun himself beneath clement skies, and relax the way most men do when left to their own devices. Yet here he was, lying on his back in a slick of mud, his blood pounding like a war drum between his temples. Angry lashes from low hanging branches and featherlight scrapes from bramble marked his bare skin. The nefarious vine that felled him still wrapped around his ankle in a taunt. He listened to his spy crashing through the foliage, fading farther into the distance with every frantic swish of her skirts. 

It was a woman. He was sure of it from the fleeting glances of long russet hair that bounced on her back and maroon flounce of her dress. Whoever she was, she was certainly no assassin. Nor diversion for that matter. Argent made no alert of horse thieves or brigands besetting upon his effects at the camp. 

Was he just taken unawares by a common woman? Aye, this day was going to shite faster than a shallow latrine.

Grunting, he untwined the root from his ankle and shook his dark head. I’ve been riding far too long. My clumsy footwork makes no secret of it. The sable-haired man rose to his feet and walked, his pride wounded more severely than his body. His walk-of-shame back to the tarn also served as search for clues. Just who was this wily woman spy? 

He fumed until a humiliating thought doused his rage to shamed cinders. His cheeks flushed like a maid’s and he hoped to three hells no one observed him still. How long had she been watching me before I heard the twig snap? His erection had waned by this point, receding back under his foreskin unfulfilled and a whit annoyed. Bloody Raban. This bloody country on the other side of the mountains from his own native soil. As if highway men ambushing him on the road weren’t bad enough, now he had to be wary of ladies watching him stroke himself from the woods. Hadn’t a hardworking man a right to privacy?

Inner grumblings about wicked, red-headed women fell neglected as he spied his first clue. A few strands of red hair snagged on gorse fluttered on the breeze. So his pryer was indeed a feisty, russet-haired wench. He plucked the strands, wrapping them around his ring finger for safe keeping. His spy’s small boot prints trampled along the stream’s soggy bank. They told him she was a smaller than average height with a healthy weight. Someone with her frame didn’t miss any meals, so she must live in one of the villages bordering the vast woodland sprawl. 

He trekked upwards, collecting strands of her hair as he went until he stood at the brush line before the lake. The privet he barged through stood mangled, the victim of his haste to get at the spy. Several broken stalks of black horehound scattered in a pile, their stems snapped too crisp to be blamed on his graceless doing. Then he noticed the pair of metal shears gleaming beneath the scattered brush. Ah! They must have fallen from somewhere on her person or simply forgotten in her urgency.

The barest tinge of stale lavender was ready to quit the air, lingering long after she fled. Peasant she may be, but she could afford effervescent oils. 

Round imprints of naked knees pressed into the soil next to the herbs. So his little spy lifted her skirts as she watched through a cleft in the leaves! He gathered the stalks of horehound and found her distinct handprint into the soft summer dirt. Not just kneeling but on her hands and knees. What was this woman doing? Infernal saints. Whatever it was, she had an impeccable view of him swiving into his own hand. At that thought, his jaw set in humiliation. Finding no more clues to his spy’s identity, he shook off his chagrin and trekked back to camp.

Thank the Divine for small mercies, his camp lay exactly as he left. His horse, Argent, wandered about undisturbed. As frustrating as chasing and losing a spy felt, the day could have gotten much worse if his clothes and horse were stolen. Walking leagues through a mountain pass naked was how kings atoned for their sins, not his own journey back to his home in Alban. He secured his evidence in a folded square of parchment before tucking it in the concealed pocket of his doublet. Confirming his solitude, the man walked back towards the lake to wash the streaks of mud and sweat from his body.

If she were going to venture back for her shears, then he was ready for her.


Chapter Two





She’d be cautious this time. Each step tread vigilantly as she watched her surroundings for even the slightest disturbance. The birds continued to warble into the late afternoon as the sun made its weary descent towards the mountain peaks. A few impatient crickets chirped as the shadows of the trees lengthened. So far, she had fallen fool to the clamor of a skittish fox and the prances of a wily doe. Both creatures leapt away through the underbrush, leaving her chilled and trembling with a fright. 

She came prepared. Any man attempting an ambush would meet the end of an old hunting knife. She concealed the nicked, but sharpened blade in her apron as a precaution—the weight of it girding her brittle nerves. As she tread closer to the tarn, her eyes scanned the stream bank in vain for the stalks of horehound and her prized shears. No animal would have carried them off…unless the herbs floated away on the stream?

The sight of the privet where the horehound grew bore the brunt of a furious man’s rage. Snapped branches dangled from the previously pristine hedge. To her relief, the furious man in question was nowhere to be found and the birds continued their merry songs of impending twilight. Beyond the gaps rent into the bush, the lake sat placid and its opposite shore desolate. The knot in her stomach loosened. How foolish she’d been to think he’d linger! 

She bent down beneath the sun dappled shade and searched the lost horehound. It couldn’t have landed far from where she knelt earlier that afternoon. Where have they gone? The herbalist, distracted by her task, was oblivious to the abrupt silence of the birds around her.

“Looking for these, my wee forest nymph?” A resonant, deep voice spoke behind her.

With that question, all the blood drained from her face. Her veins chilled to ice as she desperately felt for the knife in her apron. She was no warrior, but she tried to spin as smoothly as possible while crouched, only managing to founder rump first into the ruined privet. At least she had her blade drawn. 

Scuffed metal gleamed under the sun as she thrust the tip at him in warning. “Come near me and I will stab you!”

The imposing man, who appeared ever more daunting this close, arched an eyebrow in wry regard. He’d been formidable naked, yet it seemed that every piece of his wardrobe had been chosen to emphasize that pure, looming danger. The black leather doublet accentuated his raven hair, the sleek tail of which was tied back at his nape. Even his pristine white shirt sleeves only made his complexion appear darker. Swarthy, angular features were downright menacing in the faint light. Late day shadows deepened the orbits around his eyes. She shunned his direct gaze, unable to meet it for fear of what she’d find there. Instead she fastened her stare on the gleaming buckles of his sleeveless doublet. 

Despite her brandished blade, he attempted not a twitch toward the arming sword sheathed at his side, nor the dagger hilt shoved in his boot shaft. Either he recognized the feebleness in her threats, or her trembling hands betrayed her dread.  

Several moments passed in silence before she noticed the horehound he offered. He spoke again,“These are what you came back for, are they not? I’ve also got the shears, but looks like it’d be wise to keep ahold of those for now, lest you attempt to prune me.”

She set her mouth in silent indignation, stalling. Had he gotten a clear look at her while she ran? This must have been a ploy of admitting her guilt.

“You are mistaken. I don’t know what you’re talking about, sirrah.” She looked up at him with doe eyes, fluttering her eyelashes in a poor imitation of innocence. “Can’t a woman take a walk without being accosted?”

“Guess I’ll just hold on to these then. Not as though they’re important enough for someone to trudge all the up way here twice in one day.” He was about to tuck the herbs into his doublet and she may have uttered a sound akin to a strangled croak.  

“But I need them!” she rushed before clarifying. “I…need them as well. So if they are lost, and you have no use of them…”

The horehound stalks plopped in her lap, but his incredulous huff flaunted his doubt. The man pulled something else from his doublet. He unfolded a crisp piece of parchment and held familiar strands of auburn hair in his gloved fingers.

 “Tis a remarkable coincidence that the mysterious woman who spied on me had the same vibrant hair as you do, nymph. Same length as well.” His gaze darted to her booted feet. “And judging by your soles, an identical footprint.”

Her green eyes widened to the size of summer quinces. There was no talking her way out of this. While normally she proved too prideful to scream, the seclusion in the woods rendered the effort pointless anyway. The herbalist scurried further into the jagged nest privet, wedging distance between her and the scoundrel. “If you come any closer, I’ll—”

“Stab me. Aye. Heard ye the first time.” Her assailant’s white cambric covered arms folded over his bulky chest. The rage which propelled him up a steep bank and through dense foliage had fizzled to an abstracted calm. More curious than angry. He watched her shiver beneath his mild eye. How could he act so cavalier while she brandished a knife? 

“I’ve no intention to harm you, my wee forest nymph. Only chased you afore as I mistook ye for either an assassin or a spy. But it turns out you’re just a wicked little herbalist with a wicked little curiosity.” 

Now that he spoke at greater lengths, she noticed his broad accent lilted differently than her own. It flowed coarser, cruder than even the most rural Rabani peasant. He had to be from Alban, the neighboring kingdom just past the mountains. Why was this blighted Albani so worried about assassins or spies? And why was he not in Alban?

Only then did she hazard to meet his direct stare. Irises the coolest hue of blue ice flitted over her form, studying her. While the herbalist found no cruelty in the piercing gaze, neither did she find leniency. 

“What do you want of me, sirrah?”

“I would like to claim my wergild from you. That’s how you Rabani exact recompense, aye?”

“A wergild? I glimpsed you in the bath, not slain a member of your family!” she bit out and scuttled farther away from him.

If she hadn’t felt foolish already, his victorious grin twisted the blade of her folly deeper. “Ah, so you admit to spying on me! What a mischievous little forest nymph.”

“I am no forest nymph!” Her expression withered, her prior indignant blaze waned to a hue of contrition. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem like she was getting out of this without a whit of groveling. “I was wrong to intrude on your privacy, sirrah. But you must believe me, I never meant any harm. It was a mere lapse of propriety. Please accept my heartfelt apology.”

Heartfelt or not, his peculiar disposition persevered. “Can’t fool me, lass. Ye most certainly are a nymph. Sly, fine of feature, and fair of face. Capering through the forest as if the branches cleared the way for you. Who might ye be if not a wee nymph playing her tricks on unsuspecting travelers?” He allowed a shade of grin to curl his lips. “Unless you would give me your name? It is common knowledge that a nymph, as they are Other creatures, safeguard their names lest they be bound to fulfilling their captor’s wishes.”

The herbalist fortified herself in what little vindication she derived from her silent, skewering glare.

Her potential captor erupted into a hearty laugh befitting his imposing frame. The rich peal resonated through trees, startling birds to take flight from the canopy  “No wishes for me, aye? Then allow me to collect my wergild and we’ll be even, little nymph. Come! Up with ye, lass. It will be twilight in awhile and I’m not sure how long this will take.”

The fretful herbalist’s copper brows furrowed. She scraped together the dregs of her courage. “If you mean to rape me, I’ll not allow you to do so without a struggle.” She emphasized her conviction by jabbing the knife towards him. In a blink, he had kicked the blade from her hand, sending the weapon twirling into the dense gorse beside her. 

“Word of advice, little nymph.” He bent at the waist and offered an empty, gloved hand to her. “Never hold a hunting knife with the tip out and the edge up unless you have the element of surprise. And,” he added somberly, “if I were meant to take ye by force, hardly think I’d have announced my presence while your back was turned. All I had to do was knock you onto your belly, ruck up your skirts and take what I wanted, if that is indeed what I wanted.”

A cold knot in her gut tightened at that dark bit of logic. To his credit, the confession was far from comforting, but rang of undeniable sincerity. She swallowed hard and placed her smaller hand in his. He hoisted the herbalist to steady feet but refused to release her hand. No matter how she struggled and squirmed, his iron grip clamped onto her wrist like a manacle. 

“What is this wergild you keep speaking of?” she said, breathless with anxiety. “I have no coin, sirrah.”

“And you’ll require no coin. Come with me and I’ll show you,” he replied ominously and smirked. No mirth touched his eyes. “Don’t forget your herbs this time.”

The formidable man led her, sometimes tugged her towards the opposite bank of the tiny lake. The scent of his soap and natural musk lingered in his wake, mixing with the pervasive odor of his leather clothing. He strode with purpose, knew exactly where he led her and exactly what he had planned. Woodland dense with alder and larches thinned into a narrow clearing of sere grass and wildflowers. The glade formed a ragged oval in the nigh unbroken sweep of forest. Sun and listing clouds cleaved the canopy above them. Dull beams of day’s golden light warmed her numb cheeks. She might have found the glade to be quite charming under less dire circumstances.

They were alone. His sparse encampment consisted of a banked fire, a toppled log, an unfurled bedroll and a hobbled stallion. The slate gray horse munched placidly on the grass and flowers, indifferent to his master’s new guest. But morbid symbols upon the horse’s saddle caught her eye. 

Nycera’s black luck…you’re in the thick of it now!

Tooled into the worn leather of the saddle was the skull insignia of an outrider. Mounted bodyguards to kings, dukes, ladies and all manner of aristocracy, an outrider was both fearsome warrior and vigilant protector, renown for his oft-times fatal prowess. 

Of course this man had such a nice arse after spending hours, perhaps days, mayhaps even weeks on horseback. She gaped at him, her stomach clenched in a fist at her hopeless situation. She’d plotted to outrun him, to maybe fend him off with a crude club bashed into his collarbone or the side of his knee. That plan had relied heavily upon him being a slow-witted, lumbering buffoon. All impossible now. The healer didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at her terrible luck.

Once they neared the unfurled bedroll, he relinquished his crushing hold. The herbalist wedged a few paces between them and tended to her aching wrist. The brute’s grasp had been so relentless that he left her with an angry bracelet of red skin. She raked the brigand with a glare.

“Can’t keep your eyes off me. Can ye, nymph?” He flashed her a dazzling smile of straight white teeth rarely seen on soldiers. “Do you find me comely?”

“As comely as an enfeebled boar,” she muttered and immediately regretted it. Perhaps you shouldn’t provoke a man who could choke the screams from your throat before anyone heard them. Yet admitting she found him so barbarously handsome that it impaired reason sounded worse in her head than the insult tasted on her lips.

A chill shadow shrouded his eyes. “Aye, ye find me so coarse that you skulk behind a privet to leer as I bathe. Divine, save me from the caprice of women,” he snarled and scratched his beard. 

“You know what, outrider…” She met his anger with her own. “I recant my previous apology because I didn’t do anything wrong! You’re the one splashing about for any unsuspecting woman to stumble upon you.”

“If you’ve done nothing wrong, then why run from me, nymph? Least you could have done was announce yourself.” He took one step forward and she withdrew one step back. Keen mischief glistered in the blue ice of his eyes. That frosty stare swept her from face to feet and back up once more. “Or if you liked what you saw, you could’ve fluttered down from your perch and offered to lend a hand.”

“Why would I do  a thing like that? You seemed quite content with your own hand.” She smirked as she flayed some skin off his pride.

The outrider’s jaw clenched so tight that she saw the muscles bulge beneath his beard.  

Common sense and survival instinct scolded her. Could you please refrain from tossing another spadeful of dirt out of your grave? Yet even if the barb endangered her, she took keen satisfaction in the disarming jest.

Face darkened, the outrider tipped his shoulders back, his breadth and height bulked to the full measure of his military poise. She stood a mere sapling in the shadow of a mighty oak. Ye gods, when might she learn to keep her mouth shut?

“Take off your clothes,” the blackguard commanded. 

Just like that, what little control she wrested slipped from her fingers. Outraged, Cleona balled her fists at her sides. She took another step away, prepared to either flee or fight him to her last breath.

“You said you would not force yourself on me!”

“And I’ll not force myself on you. Divine’s teeth! Must I pledge? I swear by the Divine and the flaming arses of the Infernal saints that I’ll neither defile, nor even touch you this day, nymph.” He paused and she waited for the snare to close around her. “However, you saw me bare, in the midst of an act a man expects privacy for. Do as I say, and I’ll let you go. The debt’s squared then.”

She bit the inside of her cheek and tasted copper. Outrider or no, who did this wretch think he was to demand such a vulgar penalty? Fleeting excuses and threats jumbled together, but none worth her breath. She could threaten to tell her husband of this extortion. Of course, Finn had been dead going on three years now, but this scoundrel didn’t know that. 

The herbalist crossed her arms over her chest, cultivating insolence from the refuse of her dismay. “And if I don’t comply to your demands?”

The outrider scratched his black beard and tilted his head in mock contemplation. “If you are not a nymph, then you’re an herbalist in the village near these woods. You must frequent this forest to replenish your stock when the markets are closed for the days of rest. Now, I’m no magistrate, but I am acquainted with several of the locals. Mouthy as drunken bards, the lot of them. Sure they’d all find much amusement in a certain russet-headed herbalist’s salacious proclivity for watching men as they bathe. Markets will be rife with gossip in a few days hence,” he threatened in a deep timbre edged with smugness. 

Cleona’s cheeks fluxed between ashen and aflame as she dwelt on the mortifying consequences. Bloody bastard. He demands a moment’s private humiliation in exchange for weeks, or perhaps a lifetime of scandal. 

A pent up breath clawed past her lips and she quietly untied the laces of her brown waist cincher. Without boasting his triumph, the outrider respected their tacit agreement. He took a seat on the log near the smoking embers of the camp fire. His gaze never strayed from her. 

If he expected a mummer’s show of it then he was sorely mistaken. She undressed with the barest amount of finesse, doffing the loosened cincher over her head and dropping it on the grass beside her. The stained apron landed on top of the waist corset, freeing her maroon overdress to billow away from her body. That too joined the discard heap, leaving her in naught but a linen chemise and leg wear.  

Summer wind blew through the loose underdress, plastering one seam against her flank as a portent of what was to come. Cloaked in reticence, she toed off her brown leather boots and took little pleasure in the crunch of grass beneath her stockinged feet. Blight him if he expected her stoop down and untie her garters. Her hose stayed on. 

Instead of lifting the chemise hem and exposing her entire body, the herbalist slackened the front laces. She hesitantly lowered the loose neckline to reveal her breasts. She stowed her contempt for her infuriatingly dashing spectator and playing his wergild was a bluff. Perhaps a glimpse of her breasts and he’d let her go? 

As if nature conspired with the outrider, a chill breeze skimmed over her nipples, puckering the them to stiff peaks. The dratted wind did nothing to snuff the flame burning high on her cheeks.

He watched her, his black brow lowered over those glacial blue eyes where shadows shifted within the ice. Yet somehow his gaze seared, prickled along her exposed mounds like forge heat. The outrider’s stare was so intense, so palpable, that she wondered how her own fervent study of his naked body went unnoticed. Refusing to disrobe further, she stood for long moments and hedged his penetrating scrutiny. 

The outrider shifted where he sat. “Aye, go on then. They’re lovely, but I know there’s more to women than their tits.”

Her cheeks flared brighter vermillion. If he had been boorish and homely, this might have gone easier. But the outrider’s handsomeness in of itself was his most intimidating quality. Now, his rapt attention gave voice to all the insecurities which plagued her body. She felt herself a lowly lightning bug flickering before a star.

“I don’t know what you’re expecting, outrider. But you should know that I’m no spring maiden. My body wears that truth like a brand. Now, if you wish to see the scars that carrying a child leaves on a woman’s body….then, by all means, I’ll proceed.” Her eyes wanted to brim with tears but her stubborn pride denied them.

His hawkish gaze narrowed and the corners of his mouth lifted in wry amusement. Was he mocking her plea? The outrider peeled off his leather gloves, pinching the fingertips between his teeth and tugged like a raven picking at a carrion. Wordlessly, he rose and unbuckled his doublet, shrugged the garment from his broad shoulders and tossed it on the ground with little care. The herbalist stared, baffled until he stripped his cambric shirt over his dark head. He cast it at his feet. 

A large, diagonal scar slashed his chest from right shoulder to above his left nipple. The old wound hadn’t been a clean heal. Divots lined the silver furrow—a telltale consequence of stitches too late removed. It must have been utter agony when either a healer, or he, himself, ripped them out. 

 She had overlooked the blemish as he sunned himself, the distance and other finer points of interest distracted from the gnarled fissure. Now sunlight glinted off the scar, shimmering through the dense sward of his black chest hair. 

“You may bear the scars of giving life, little nymph, but I am burdened with the signet that I’ve taken it. If either of us ought be ashamed, it would be I.” He sat back down, making no attempt to redress himself. “Go on.”

There was no arguing with him now. The ground around her felt as though it were crumbling and she had little recourse to protest. Eschewing his gaze, Cleona slid the chemise down her stomach and past her hips. Linen pooled at her ankles and the wind colluded with the outrider once more, whispering over her pale skin and rippling it with goose-flesh. She shivered in the sunlight.

Abashed, the herbalist crossed her arms atop the web of silver marks emblazoned on her stomach. She vainly wished to be anywhere but standing naked in front of this man. Unable to look at him, she found distraction in the wind riffled branches swaying along the glade’s periphery. The log he sat upon creaked. Although mired in deafening shame, the noise snapped her attention to him. 

The outrider sat straight backed, attentive, licking the dryness away from his thin lips with an expression that bespoke both pure reverence and ravening hunger. “Don’t cover yourself. You have nothing to hide, my little nymph. It’s a sin to conceal such beauty.”

Her self-deprecating laugh scoured over his compliment. “Your eyes must be failing you, outrider.”

“Then I shall have to take a closer look.” He smirked in male complacency that made the herbalist regret her bitter retort. 

He stood, stalked towards her; a cat advancing on a field mouse. His inescapable scrutiny never slid from the creamy canvas of skin she bared. It flitted from the heaviness of her breasts, to the delicacy of her neck, down to the softly rounded belly and the thatch of red hair that grew below it. The predator paced around his quarry, humming in appreciation at the ampleness of her backside and the sleek, sensuous curve of her back. When he dared to step closer, the object of his inspection braced herself in alarm.

“You said you would not touch me!” she cried to a remind him of his previous oath. 

A growl rumbled behind her, but the outrider complied, slinking back to permit her comfort. “Take down your hair. I want to watch it sway in the wind.”

The healer pulled the leather twine from her simple bun, freeing the auburn cascade to tumble down her back. For a moment, she was relieved that at least some part of her was covered. The outrider lingered, observed the bare curves of her body, his raw, masculine energy scorching her back. Then he said something that slammed her heart up into her throat. 

“Lay down on the bed roll,” he ordered in a husky tone.

“You said you would not—”

“And I’ll not!” he interjected hotly, anticipating her grievance. “You’re going to do the touching, my little forest nymph.”

She spun on the balls of her feet to face him with wide eyes. “What does that mean?”

Wildness seeped at the corners of his eyes like a storm brewing on the horizon. That wolfish smirk she was growing to loathe cracked once more. She saw nothing comforting in that smile.

“I know you weren’t just watching me bathe. The wee nymph stared enthrall as I handled myself. Now I expect you to lay on your back and do the same for me.” He gestured towards the bedroll lying parallel before the log. The man had arranged for the best view possible.

Her thighs quivered, crippling her obstinance with a crackle of desire striking her core like a firesteel. He merely wanted to do as she had: encroach a private, albeit lascivious moment that no one else should be privy to. 

The herbalist’s own traitorous arousal chapped her. Irritated at both her traitorous body and his request, she snapped. “Does it look like I have a cock I can put in my fist and rut into as if my life’s breath depended on it? Afraid I’m a whit foggy on what you’re asking me to do, outrider.” 

He scoffed at her insolence. He masked his indignity by rubbing his nose and hastily averting his gaze. Quite proud of her verbal riposte, Cleona savored the small victory exacted over this domineering brute. She might be naked, but this man shielded himself behind a shoddy armor of arrogance. And most women knew exactly which barbs pierced through the chinks in that frail, pompous plate. 

Maimed pride only stalled him so long. Now he’d be frank with her. 

“Lay on the bedroll, spread your thighs and rub yourself to completion…or until I tell you to stop. Whichever comes first,” he spoke and waved a hand at the bedroll. “Quit this mummer’s mimic at ignorance. You’ve conceived children. Even a fool could surmise you’re not a hapless virgin who’s not explored her body yet.”

She glared at him, biting the inside of her bottom lip to keep the slew of foul oaths from spilling.

Some of the rigid dominance slackened in his posture. “Do as I request and we’re even. Pound of flesh good as served. You’ll never see me again. Aye?”

The sun sunk low in the sky. In an hour and a half it would be twilight and she’d soon find herself navigating her path by pale moonlight. Cleona couldn’t afford to bandy about any longer. Better to get this over and done with, to be rendered a memory and forgotten. Garnering her courage and ignoring her scruples, her chest heaved in a sigh of surrender. 

Despite the way he commanded her, she grudgingly realized that perhaps this was fair. Why could she spy on him in a moment of private ecstasy when he asked to see the same of her? Dressed only in bravery and hose, the herbalist stepped from her chemise pile and padded to the bedroll. She swept her auburn hair over her shoulder, mindful to avoid sitting on her plentiful locks and settled down upon the soft, yet unfamiliar bedding.

The outrider assumed his seat on the log, his wanton gaze willing her thighs to open like doors to the mead halls of Other. Did she stare as hungrily as he bathed? Her own arousal keened at the sight of him, bare chested and broad with those chiseled features, the sensual curve of his lips beneath his beard promised kisses both soft and prickly. But what did those kisses taste like? The herbalist cursed her own lust. Thoughts like those are exactly what got you into trouble in the first place. 

He leaned over her prone body in a slow, careful move as not to spook her. Sleek muscles rolled beneath his bronze skin under the guise of reaching into his doublet. A single, teasing tress of his ebony hair dangled just above her peaked nipple. She held her shaky breath. Any deep inhalation might brush the lock across the sensitive nub. Protest failed to manifest, instead it clotted in her throat with a smothered fear and a greedy hope. He froze in that dangerously intimate posture.

“Mind if I smoke?” he asked, his voice throaty, his gaze direct. The blighted man knew damn well how close he loomed. 

Cleona only managed a mute nod and he retrieved a wooden pipe from his doublet’s inner pocket. The outrider set about the mundane task of packing tobacco as though he relaxed before a hearth. Soon fragrant rings of smoke wreathed his handsome face as he puffed. He openly admired the spoils laid naked at his feet. 

The healer closed her eyes, shutting out him and the rest of the world. She pretended she was alone. Funny, usually when I do this I’m pretending to be the center of attention. They do say if the gods want to curse you, they give you exactly what you wish for.

As always, she started off by rolling her nipples between her fingers to ignite the warmth in her core. Desire kindled quicker than it usually did, but she refused to attribute this ardor to her audience. She kneaded her breasts until they plumped, filling her palms with their heaviness. The flame sparked in her thighs and she rubbed one against another. Her hips gently rocked in place. 

With her eyes closed, she could forget about the man watching her. The outrider offered no lewd encouragement or crude commentary. He simply sat in silence, enthralled by the way her digits teased her various erogenous areas with private caresses. Somewhere in the heady fog of her arousal, Cleona swore she heard a husky groan as she slid her fingers into her closed thighs. Ye gods, she found herself so wet that she fretted about leaving an unsightly splotch upon his bedroll. Squeezing her thighs shut, she clutched her last shred of modesty like a rope that slowly unraveled in her fist.

The outrider emitted a feral growl as his patience waned. He muttered something about it not being fair that a woman could lay stark naked yet conceal her most private part between her thighs. That a man’s anatomy was out for the entire world to see whether he liked it or not. 

She dared to open her eyes and immediately regretted it. He’d somehow become more enticing, more carnally irresistible than before she closed them. The sly alchemy of lust which transmuted indignation into arousal worked within her. Magic. It had to be Infernal magic. He was so majestically mesmerizing she wondered why she ever feared him in the first place.

Stockinged legs splayed for him, bared the final bounty her body had to offer. This time the herbalist heard his distinct, delicious groan. It skidded across her nude body and pulled her lower muscles taut. 

She caressed her swollen clitoris with her fingertip. The single digit dipped into her sopping nether lips, collecting the dew that seeped there and swirled it around the tight pink bud. Humiliation scorched away in the white hot flare of her desire. 

Inexplicably emboldened, she dared to seek his gaze again.

His stare fastened upon the motions of her index finger in a perverse focus which alighted her nerves. Beneath that cavalier demeanor, she sensed a man honed by his own intensity. His nostrils flared, scenting her. The outrider sniffed again and obviously enjoyed what he smelled. 

Obstinance relented to lust. The hazy cavalcade of her thoughts drifted to prior fantasies: desiring to feel the weight of his testicles in her palm, mounting him, being mounted by him, the smack of his hips while he pounded into her long neglected quim. Another pang of yearning echoed through her silken center. He’d feel like warm steel sheathed there in her softness. 

The herbalist unwittingly mewled, closed her eyes, losing herself to the whims of her shamelessly vivid imagination. Her finger worked faster over her clit, tightening the coiled sensation between her legs. 

Her eyelids fluttered open at the abrupt creak of aging wood. The outrider stood and cast off his sword belt. Shaky hands unlaced the cord of his leather breeches where a sizable bulge strained in its confinement. He rushed to explain his actions as alarm flashed in her eyes. 

“Keep going, lass. Only freeing myself. It’s bloody uncomfortable to keep the beast locked up, and it’s not like you’ve never seen it before.” With that warning, his turgid length sprang from its prison.  

Like the man attached to it, his cock also appeared more impressive up close. Thick but not frightening, the flushed purple head protruded from a fleshy burnished bronze sheathe, curving up towards his stomach in lewd verve. The vulgar sight of him looming above her, dark eyed and disheveled, sent another frisson of heat riding into her clit. His potent scent, redolent with musk, leather, and enigma overwhelmed her senses and drowned her nerves in the awareness of his close proximity. 

There would be no ignoring him now. No denying that he stirred tides in her body that crashed over her in a storm swell. She must have moaned or canted her hips because the outrider smirked down at her, edged with lurid pride. 

“My nymph is truly a wanton little thing, isn’t she?” He shoved his breeches down toned thighs until they rucked around his riding boots. He draped his cambric shirt atop the log before sitting. Unashamed, the outrider took his manhood in his hand, but refrained from stroking it. “Was my nymph pleasuring herself as she watched me earlier?”

Lost in ardor, she ignored his repeated use of my nymph. Any ability to argue or deceive fled her. Cleona nodded weakly, squirming into a better position to watch him.

Even if they were no more than strangers alone in a glade, their chilly antagonism melted, simmering in the throes of unadulterated attraction.

“We didn’t get to finish, did we?” His voice quavered as he tended his own pleasure with an avid pump, his foreskin nearly swallowing the weeping head with each upstroke. “I never finished myself from earlier and I doubt you did either. We’ll have to remedy that.”

Instead of squeezing her green eyes shut, her vision flicked between his taut expression of raw want and the rough hand tugging at his shaft. The outrider occasionally dipped his hand, fondling the heavy testicles hanging between his spread thighs. The sliver of space dividing them was too distant, too far. She longed to touch him, to steal a graze along his shaft or a nip upon his fuzzy inner thigh. The herbalist sought to claim her outrider, to card him in her hands and tangle herself in his mystery.

Before, she felt vulnerable in this situation, believing he wielded all the power over her by virtue of his sheer size and danger. Now the herbalist recognized her own indomitable authority that femininity wielded on the basest of male instincts. She alone invoked his manhood to rise only to her in this moment. 

With a new found appreciation for this immodest circumstance, she propped herself up on one elbow, making her arousal evident as she nibbled her lower lip between her teeth. Soft ivory legs splayed wider, unafraid, if not challenging him.  

“Divine’s bones, you’re beautiful like that.” His voice rustled over her flesh like warm velvet. “The things I might have done to you had I gotten my hands on you this afternoon.”

“Which would have been what, my handsome outrider?” she purred audaciously and let herself slide further into abandon.

“Depends on how I caught you,” he said as he stroked himself from base to tip, his eyes locked on her own. “If I had gotten ye on your back, I’d rub my nose in that bonny quim of yours. Taste you on my tongue until I filled my belly with your nectar. If ye landed on your stomach, well, a naked, wanting man can only show so much restraint after chasing a beautiful woman. Perhaps I’d bury my cock so deep inside of you that you’d be limping for days to come.”

Such filthy words crooned in that deep timbre should be criminal. They wrought another shiver of want down her spine, causing her to murmur at his fantasy. Her heart pounded in her throat as her body drew tighter than a bowstring. She wondered if he would ignore his oath and claim her there on the bedroll. Hells, she’d welcome the scoundrel with open legs. Yet the outrider made no move from where he sat, only stared at her through heavy-lidded eyes, one hand stridently gliding over his shaft. Her own finger delved inside herself chased by a second digit. She imagined him moving deep within her, his length stretching and filling her with every thrust. The sounds of her moans and his grunts drowned out the ambient melody of nature as the couple sped towards peaking.

“Not yet…” The outrider’s free hand clenched the log. His large fist clamped around the root of his cock, face contorted in a mix of ecstasy and determination. “You must come for me!” he ground out between gritted teeth.

The very man who chased her with the Wild Hunt’s fervor now restrained himself, insisting to see her finish before his own end. As though her body acted at his behest, the surge broke inside her womb. 

She writhed, uttered an uninhibited chant as the fire erupted and tore through her. Ferocious grunts of his own release nipped at her heels. Even in the midst orgasm, she watched him from beneath her eyelashes, mesmerized as his face tightened before he spent in arcing spurts. Most of his seed dribbled on his hand or splattered on the grass between his boots. A single, stray glob plopped on her bare knee, yet she couldn’t bother with outrage or revulsion. Instead, she lay in a dreamy torpor, her nerves juddering, waiting for her racing heartbeat to slow to its normal rhythm.

Moments spun in broken webs seeking to bind the couple. A single word. A met glance. After what they had just shared, it wouldn’t take much to form a bond. 

He was the first to stir. The outrider leaned over her once again, this time his black locks grazed her breasts, rocking a delicious shiver down her spine. He rummaged in his doublet pocket and removed a clean white cloth. With the most delicate of care, he wiped his spend from her knee before tending to himself. 

Arrogance had abdicated him like an empty throne. Shadows veiled his peculiar gaze. The outrider’s lips parted, the words almost audible on his tongue before he stood and walked away. 

The sinking sun touched the mountain’s summit and the sky gradated from purple to orange over the jagged horizon. They both redressed in silence. She pondered their moment of forgotten decorum, the truth of which sharpened by hindsight: she indulged neither regret nor shame.

In his reticence, the outrider took to his pipe again after donning his shirt. Occasionally she felt his gaze drift back to her as she laced her cincher. Once her boots were on and her hair bound back, Cleona patted her apron for the black horehound stalks before tying it around her waist. Dull warmth of satisfied arousal slicked between her thighs with each step. Although she was strong-armed into coming here, the healer wasn’t ready to leave yet. She aimlessly paced about the glade picking flowers. 

Cleona waited for something, she just didn’t know what that something was.

Passion sated, the dour man attended his horse, plucking an apple from a saddle bag and feeding it to the patient animal. No doubt a treat for good behavior.

“Is my wergild paid?” she spoke coyly behind him as he smoothed out his mount’s black mane. 

“Aye,” he answered without turning to face her. Pensive energy diffused from his broad shoulders as if there was a dam holding back a tidal wave of words. But when she turned to leave, calloused fingers took hold of her hand. The blacksmith vise from earlier was gone, replaced with the tenderness of a lover.

“Would you see me again? This very day next week in the early afternoon?” He scratched the back of his scalp like an abashed little boy. 

She realized later that if he’d played at coercion or shown the barest trace of aplomb entitlement, she’d have turned her back and never given him another thought. After all, she was accustomed to men who considered women as little better than reeds bending to the pompous male gust. Yet the outrider humbled himself. Such bashfulness unravelled her last knot of misgiving.

His gaze darted aside. “I know I pledged you would never see me again but—”

“Aye,” she cut him off and smiled. “I’ll come back to the lake in a week’s time. Just promise not to chase me down like a wild beast. Do we have an accord?”

“If I must promise, then you have my word. Although feel free to spy on me when you find me bathing. Just let me know you aren’t an assassin or a horse thief.” He reflected her warm smile, relieved. The outrider placed a chaste kiss on her the back of her palm, inhaling the residual aroma of her juices. “Fair thee well, my little nymph.”


Chapter Three





The solitary outrider bided his time pacing the tarn’s shore, combing through his knotted thoughts as the tide lapped the stony bank. This place was supposed to be his retreat; a sanctuary away from ruthless highwaymen, corrupt magistrates, inept nobles, and whinging merchants. Yet all it took was one little healer straying into his realm to shatter the peace he found. And for what? A few paltry herbs? No one ventured this far up into the hills to hunt game, let alone to gather herbs. What trick of fate was this?

Bryden guessed he ought to have expected it. Nature, in its vast kingdom, forbade isolation yet offered its false sense of seclusion. The outrider never considered someone stumbling upon him until it was too late, until that woman intruded on his haven. 

Enduring a wait where minutes stretched beyond their measure, he skipped flat stones across the tarn’s glassy surface. Would she make an appearance this afternoon? The curdling in Bryden’s gut advised skepticism. Why should she come? The outrider was nothing but a stranger, coarse and only roughly handsome in a forgiving light. She shined, a light incapable of capture. Not flame, but star, a fixed radiance in a darkness beyond his reach.

Sometimes even stars fall to earth, he reminded himself. 

Outside of their tempestuously carnal encounter, what bound her to heeding his request? This herbalist had children, meaning she must also have a husband. The outrider pondered what this week apart might have held, comparing his speculation to his reality. Had she spent hours awake at night as he did? Did she find it difficult passing an idle thought without fantasizing about his hands roaming her body? One thing was certain: the woman certainly hadn’t suffered long journeys on horseback with a throbbing cockstand in her breeches.

Did she even think of him at all? Or did the nymph go home and make love to her husband to banish the thought of their encounter?

Too often Bryden recalled her in the perfect aperture of his mind. His thoughts drifted, reveries where he imagined himself a hunter happening upon a woodland goddess’s private bower as she pleased herself. The sunlight caught in cinnabar highlights of her hair, illuminating the strands that whorled over her white breasts. Delicate cheeks flushed with the glow of desire. Large pupils floated atop the glittering emerald sea of her eyes that could drown a man. This woman emerged from the dismal wreckage of his existence dazzling as lust incarnate. 

The outrider thought himself a blighted fool. Perhaps she was no mere herbalist, but a witch? That was it. That had to be it. She placed a glamour on him for his thoughts to teem with fantasies of only her. Oh, how she haunted him in both night and day, denying a moment’s reprieve. His blood sang in his veins with want for naught but her. Every fiber of his being buzzed in unrest. 

He attempted to thwart this frivolous infatuation with a private bed and a pretty tavern wench. Rented touches and promiscuous smiles pacified his ardor for years. A tavern wench there, a whore in the cities, a pretty hostler’s daughter at the crossroads, all used and forgotten within half a day. Yet as soon as he finished the deed and the wench lay panting beside him, the outrider found no relief in this paltry shade of a substitute. No, her hips would be wider beneath his hands. Her breasts would be fuller, heavier as they squashed against his chest. His nymph would smell like sweet lavender instead of stale smoke and spilled ale. And he also wouldn’t be wearing a blighted cock glove. No, he’d savor her raw heat and wetness without barrier.

Most nights were lonesome save for the idle chatter of the guard detail or the wan clamor of a tavern. When daytime fantasies faded and the company made camp for the night, he dreamt only of her. His forest nymph giving chase through misty woods, russet hair swaying at her bare back as she ran. A serenade of playful laughs taunting her hunter, dodging always out of his outstretched hands. 

If this woman didn’t show up this afternoon, Bryden would have no idea what to do. Could a man die of unrequited lust?  

Cold, blue eyes which saw little sleep in the span of a week peered up at a disturbance in foliage. His heart leapt for joy then sunk into his stomach like one of the many stones he had thrown. She had actually shown up.

What was he to do now?



* * *



The herbalist didn’t see him at first. The doublet and dark breeches camouflaged his still form against the tree line. Instead she scanned the lake, thinking he’d be bathing again or sunning himself on the rock to tease her. 

Cleona was mistaken.

The outrider strolled the pebbled bank towards her, dressed similarly as he did the previous week. Hummingbird wings fluttered low in her belly with every step closer of his riding boots. Why was she so anxious now? She wanted this, wanted this more than she wanted anything in three years. She had anticipated this tryst all week like a giddy girl with stars in her eyes. So why was this implacable twine of dread coiling up her back?

Everyone had noticed her unusually sunny spirits that week. She went about her work floating on a mirthful song and attended to patients with a smiling, talkative disposition, as if each day were more beautiful than the last. Her mother had her suspicions, looking at her daughter sidelong but decided not to pry…for once. 

At night, the healer lie in bed listening to her snoring sons through the thin wall. Here, alone beneath the counterpane, the fantasies visited her fiercest. The whispers and smothered blushes of day accosted her nightly without shame. She sighed in contentment, thinking of her outrider and wondering how his hard body would feel against her in this very bed. Certain not an evening soul could hear her, she touched herself as she had done for him. Yet her own fingers lacked. His fingertips would be rough from swordsmanship and tugging reins. The rawhide touch wouldn’t quietly demand her flesh to yield to him. And if the outrider’s wicked smile told her anything, he’d play, tease, and perhaps sweetly torment her body until she begged for release at his fingers. 

But seeing him now, striding towards her, wrested her from those ideal fantasies. Anxiety squalled through rhapsody. What did he want with her? Better yet, what did she truly want of him?

The closer he prowled, the wilder the outrider appeared. Had he really been that imposing with such broad shoulders? Though his clothes were impeccable, the man wearing them seemed a whit haggard. Half moons smudged underneath his eyes complemented the taut lips beneath his groomed facial hair. He looked as though he traversed all three hells only to turn back and retrace his footprints. Something must have happened this week apart. Perhaps he would simply dismiss her? Whatever he intended to say must have been brewing in his head for days. Or perhaps it had nothing to do with her whatsoever. An attempt on his life or some strife on the road could as readily invoke his stormy pallor. 

“You came.” His salutation lacked question but laced with something she’d pin down as relief. 

He halted a few paces before her. Hawkish eyes raked over her body, striking that chord of diffidence she strove to deny. The herbalist didn’t own many clothes unstained with sap or marred with singes from embers. Of what little finery she saved from the war, a burgundy overdress and a washed out black bodice had to suffice. Wine hued wool accentuated the red streaks in her hair and the burgeoning flush of her sun-kissed cheeks. She’d thought the dress becoming upon leaving her cottage, but now the attire was as good as a jester’s motley under such a direct stare.

A wan, crooked smirk unfurled across his grim face. “You’re more beautiful than memory serves, my little nymph.”

“Has something happened? You look as though someone’s stomped over your barrow.” She approached with a single step. Her hand came up, intending to caress his sallow cheek but fell back at her side in second thought. 

“Never mind that. Would you walk with me?” A shuttered barbican of awkward decorum wedged between them.

She agreed, wondering where the audacious rogue of the prior week receded to. 

They walked for a short epoch of minutes in complete silence. Often he paced at her side but with a buffer of feather’s width between them. Sometimes, the outrider fell back a few paces as though reined by an invisible leash of his own design. His stare burned upon her back, tracing the curves of her body, probably trying to recall what lay beneath her chemise. 

Half way through their hushed circuit round the tarn’s shore, she stooped to collect an eye-catching stone. No bigger than a coin, the small, iridescent opal shimmered as it rolled in her open palm, its prismatic veins rippling through brown ironstone. 

“Found a diamond, have ye?” he said, lingering close by her side. The essence of him crackled over her skin in undeniable awareness. 

“No, but it’s just as lovely.” She held it up for his inspection. “If not more beautiful.”

The outrider huffed. “Believe there are a few noblewomen and jewelers who’d disagree with you on that opinion, nymph.”

“It is,” she insisted, prodding the stone with her finger so that the opal ripples caught colorful flames. “The beauty shines through the plain stone exterior. How many other rocks do you think we’ve passed which possess the same core yet refuse to show their beauty to the world?”  

Only now did she notice how his eyes strayed from the stone, fixing on her face instead. Ye gods, I’m prattling on like some mawkish twit. Heat prickled up her neck and she averted his gaze. “Sometimes my mouth rambles away with my thoughts. You must think me silly.”

Her question hung without his response. When the herbalist risked another glimpse at his face, she found not ridicule but carefully calibrated ferocity. The fog which had clouded his face burned off through the blistering intensity of his stare.

Withdrawing a few paces, the outrider stalked around her in a circle like a malnourished wolf. His primal energy buzzed with a frequency too frenetic to pinpoint or predict. He seemed enthralled, and perhaps a whit resentful.

“You’ve bewitched me,” he spoke without accusation but as declaration. “All I’ve thought about this past six days is how many different ways I’d take you in my bed. I felt like I’ve been gasping for breath this entire week, and with you I’ve finally found air.”

Ye gods. His blatant admission sundered her own eloquence. Words failed her. She fumbled to use them as honestly and as succinctly as he had only to come up limp tongued. What ludicrous disadvantage was this? His carnal desire drove him to speak his mind aloud while her own strangled the truth in her throat. 

Flummoxed by her own verbal ineptitude, she turned in place and put her back to him. 

The outrider approached her. Cleona listened to his boots crunching the pebbled shore they stood upon. The towering shadow of his impressive stature stretched over her, lengthening until his boot tips touched her skirt hem. He delicately gathered her loose auburn locks in his gloved hand, lifting the tresses to his nose, sniffing her scent of lavender and clove as though he sought to intoxicate himself on the aroma. The cold shade of his shadow chilled her nape, only to be dispelled by the warmth of his breath. His body heat radiating with the intensity of a small sun. His own scent of leather and sandalwood overpowered. She clenched the stone tighter into her fist as he seduced her sense by sense.

“Will you let me have you?” his thick voice spoke quietly against the shell of her ear. 

Heat flared in her loins, shouting her body’s answer. Still, her tightly held dignity rebelled against the baser nature that would have her acting as a bitch in heat. No, she refused to give herself up so easily, but the herbalist yearned to possess his being within her. It felt as though all her existence pivoted on the axis of his question—and perhaps it did.  

“I am not chattel to be bought by a few honeyed words, outrider,” she spoke barely above a whisper though it tanged like a steel blade.

A decisively male grunt pricked her ear and raised the hairs on the back of her neck. “You misunderstand me."

“Have me? Have me as a man has a whore or a horse?” she said with a her frayed laugh yet refused to face him. “What if I asked to have you, outrider? Would you so readily get on all fours as I slip the bit in your mouth?”

“You already have me, nymph,” he said, the tone too weighty to be flattery. “Three hells, I came here hoping I’d clothed you in some glamour you’d fail to fit. Praying you’d say something insipid or jeering so your mouth ruined your beauty. Yet so far you’ve proved most disobliging with my wishes.”

He leaned in closer yet, the tip of his nose the barest nuzzle from her temple. “And if I’m to get down on all fours for ye, I’d rather put my mouth to better use than a bridle.”

In all her years of since losing her maidenhead, she never thought a voice could embody the raw, torrid and slightly filthy aspects of sex but there it was. Blighted scoundrel even knew how to drop his timbre so the baritone resonated in sinful precision. His smoky suggestion reverberated through her nipples and womb like a tuning fork. 

Mind slowly dissipating beneath the haze of arousal, the herbalist squeezed her eyes shut and focused on her unraveling scruples. “Whatever this is, it remains between us. Out here. Don’t expect to be crawling into my bed at the end of the night, and I’ll not presume any privilege upon yours. This is a dalliance and nothing more.”

“Aye,” he agreed all too eagerly. “T’would be for the best.”   

“Then yes.” Assent fluttered from her lips as light as butterflies escaping a tangled net. Cleona trained her gaze straight ahead, afraid that if she looked him in the eye her resolve would shatter. “Yes, I will have you.”

Another ambiguous male noise trilled in her ear, this one tinged with humored satisfaction.

And with that consent, the outrider’s lips flitted across the nape of her neck in faint, tentative kisses. His short whiskers scratched and the satiny tip of his nose brushed her spine. With each caress, his lips grew more brazen until he nipped and sucked on whatever tender flesh they wandered onto, tasting all she offered. Gloved fingers kneaded her hips before steadily drifting towards her clothed breasts. This is moving too fast. Gods, I don’t even know his name. She must make her rules of this engagement known lest she be lost in his torrent of relentless male wanting.

She stayed him by a silken fistful of his bound black hair. The herbalist spoke, her voice brittle from his kisses. “You cannot leave any marks. Nothing that might be seen above my clothing. Do we have an accord?”

“Aye, my wicked little nymph. No marks…so long as I can help it.” The outrider growled against the slender column of her throat.

He usurped what scant space remained between them. The firm press of his body flaunted his ardor, nudging his impressive bulge into her bottom. As if she wasn’t already burning alive within her own skin, the outrider’s heat scorched its way through too many layers of clothing.

As gently as he could muster, he turned her in place to look upon her countenance. Worn leather of his gloved fingers captured her chin, tipping it up and demanded her gaze. The outrider’s eyes were clearer now in the pure afternoon sunlight. Irises of slate rimed with blue frost scried her demeanor, their pupils dilated to slick obsidian discs.

“Are you sure this is what you want?” his said, his glacial stare thawed as he searched her face for any trace of indecision.

Does this liaison truly hinge upon my approval? She shuddered with the sole authority that was her discretion, that was her ruin, that was her renewal. 

The herbalist nibbled her bottom lip and nodded. Slipping the opal in to her dress pocket, Cleona freed her hands to explore the contours of his broad chest. Leather warmed by commingled body heat and sun slid beneath her palms as they glided up his doublet front. The outrider stood still as stone, simply letting her explore his body with the patience of a predator. Rather than dipping a curious touch to the oh-so-tempting hardness below his belt, she moved upwards. Questing fingers slipped over his shoulders and loosely clasped behind his neck. Mischief sparkled in her eyes. Cleona had finally awoken to him. 

“Don’t expect me to offer such easy spoils, outrider.” The herbalist lifted herself on her tiptoes and pulled him into a plundering kiss. Her agile tongue plunged past his thin lips, immersing her tastebuds in an essence of smoke and whisky. Ye gods, a woman could get drunk off the taste of him alone.

Her wanton mettle elicited a groan from deep in his throat. For a man that vaunted his temerity, the tongue meeting her own was unexpectedly shy. His tongue tip grazed her bottom lip before sparring against hers in an endeavor to dominate. The outrider ravaged her senses. Everything from his spicy musk to the beard bristling against her mouth reeled her into a frenzy of mindless desires. Wet heat flooded between her thighs and spilled into every enrapt nerve of her body. She twisted her fingers in his doublet to steady herself, her own weak knees ready to buckle beneath her. Not to be undone so easily, Cleona nipped his bottom lip in a harsh pinch of teeth; hard enough for him to wince but light enough as to not draw blood.

“Seems this nymph is part she-wolf,” he rasped against her mouth and paid her back in kind, kissing her rough and deep until her lips were swollen and ripe with his ardor. 

He fervently mapped her curves through the tightly laced bodice. When that failed to satisfy him, the outrider lifted her, drawing her flush to his body in a steel embrace. Her feet dangled uselessly above the ground. They kissed as though each other’s breath sustained them. She’d grown fond of the chaffing burn upon her lips and throat from his abrasive kisses. After brief, torrid caresses, the two prospective lovers broke from their embrace, ragged breathed and dizzy with lust.

His assertive fingers entwined in her own grip and she found herself being lead off somewhere. “Come then. The ground’s too stony here.”

Nary a word uttered between them, the outrider towed her back to his camp in the glade. Little had changed from their previous tryst; the banked fire smoked and his hobbled horse wandered about munching on sedge. He released her hand with a parting squeeze and retrieved the bedroll from his saddlebag heap. Seeking some anchor in this maelstrom of desire, the herbalist slid her hand in her dress pocket, finding the opal. She squeezed the smooth stone as though she held the talisman of her own existence. 

The bedroll unfurled atop grass and the outrider spread a sable cloak upon it. Afternoon sunlight emphasized the delicate embroidery of silver skulls stitched on the cloak’s front. The outrider flipped the garment, baring the gray velvet interior lining instead. Ye gods, was that actual velvet? These makeshift bedlinen was more expensive than all the sets of genuine bedclothes she’d ever owned combined. 

This was real. More real than it had been a few minutes ago. Cleona’s heart raced at the sight of what was to be the bed of their coupling. Her vivid imagination flashed with a vision of them, rutting against one another in blissful, sweaty joining.

The outrider gestured to the cloaked bedroll. “Is this acceptable? Or would you prefer to ride to a nearby inn and seek a proper bed?”

She nodded, never specifying which part of his question she acknowledged. Regardless of the dubious answer, she slid into his arms and their lips met once more. They spent the next frantic moments untying laces and throwing their clothes in a heap. In the midst of undressing one another, a daring seized upon her again. She caught the thin flesh of his throat between her teeth and nipped. 

The outrider warned in a lust chapped voice, “No marks, little nymph. Remember? Unless you want me to send you home covered in tiny badges of our time together.”

She kissed the livid place she’d bitten and licked a stripe over his prominent Adam’s apple. Her mouth wandered his bare chest, delighting in the bristle of his body hair against her chin. With a devilish purr, she bit his right pectoral nearly hard enough to break skin. The outrider flinched, his husky grunt a hot breath over her scalp.  

“I said no visible marks, outrider.”

“This is a game you’ll not win, lass,” he snarled, taking a fistful of her hair and forcing her head back.  

His teeth pinched her firm trapezius muscle and sucked with punishing pressure. His lady writhed against him, crying out while his free hand firmly kneaded her bottom through her chemise. She wanted to stop him. Yet not due to the pain. This stark lovebite would show if she wore her hair up. Yet the harsh caress beckoned to the animal inside her, rattling its cage to be freed. 

When he finally withdrew, the outrider eyed the glaring mark in admiration. “Someone won’t be wearing her hair up for a few days.”

The healer rebuked his snarky comment by suckling on his small, dusky nipple. Her hand worked its way down the back of his leather breeches and raked her nails up his buttock. Immediately, the outrider captured her wrists in his unbreakable grasp. He chastened her brutality, sucking on the swell of her breast peeking up from her neckline, leaving blaring red blossoms in his wake.

“What ever is the matter, my handsome outrider? Such trivial scratches won’t be seen should you keep your breeches on.”

“You keep this up, lass, and you’ll be dressed as an abbess to cover all the lovebites I’ll be leaving on that pretty porcelain skin of yours.” 

The bodice had been cast off minutes prior, allowing her breasts to hang unfettered and natural beneath the beige chemise. He pawed them roughly, taking her nipples between his fingers and pinching them to stiff peaks. 

“Off. Now,” he growled. The outrider rucked the garment over her head and flung it to the ground. 

She stood bare except for a pair of braes shielding her thighs and hips from view. What skin lay exposed garnered the scrutiny of his touch. Gloved fingers resumed teasing her nipples before roaming down the curves her flank. While she longed for the touch of his bare skin, the leather barrier stirred her senses as it deprived him of his own. 

“I need to touch you, nymph. Take you in my bare hands and feel those warm curves beneath my palms.” He looked almost desperate

The outrider took the fingertips between his teeth, pulling the gloves away in the same feral manner he removed them before. The bestial gesture wracked an odd thrill down her spine.

After a week of patient waiting, calloused hands caressed her flesh with a surprising amount of tenderness. He pulled her to him, kissing her as he fondled her breasts and rolled her coral nipples between his fingers. The outrider dropped to his knees. His teeth grazed the battle scars of pregnancy that were also the bane of her self-image. The tip of his tongue traced the silvery runnels webbed across her stomach. Muttering diffident curses, Cleona tried to squirm from his grasp but he denied her. 

Instead the dark haired soldier guided her hand to the scar slashed across his chest; a tangible remnant of past battle. “Does this repulse you from me?”

She tarried in contemplation. “Men are allowed to wear scars. Mine only serve to remind that no longer a spring maiden.”

“Then tis fortunate I’ve long since outgrown my taste for naive maids.” He grinned against her stomach and ran hands over hips retaining the weight of childbirth. “As a butterfly which can’t see its own wings, my nymph doesn’t realize how beautiful she is. ”

After a few more the outrider’s persuasive suckles, her thighs quivered so violently she wavered atop her weak knees. Next thing she knew, she was laid upon the bedroll, drawn down by his strong arms before she buckled. His fingers hooked the waist of her small clothes, yanking them off without untying the drawstring. A hiss of torn linen accompanied her shocked yelp.

“Hey! Quit adding to my mending pile, you savage!” she chided, inadvertently spreading her thighs as she reared up to scold him.

His look of pure hunger and adoration silenced any further complaints about ripped undergarments. The outrider gazed upon her quim as if it were a holiday quail: seasoned, trussed, and ready for him to devour. His nostrils flared, unabashedly taking in her natural fragrance that wafted as aromatic as sacred incense. 

You don’t even know his name, her conscience lambasted.

“Divine’s bones, I can feel the heat from here,” he said and she grew ever hotter. Flinty eyes softened, staring up between her open thighs, his mouth so close, yet so far from where she needed him. “May I taste you?”

Which did she prefer: The master who demanded, or the lover who asked? Cleona propped herself on one elbow and combed her hand through black locks slipping their bind. The hands kneading her thighs looked so dark, so tawny against her own creamy flesh. 

You don’t even know his name!

“Yes,” she permitted breathlessly, ignoring the priggish ire of her conscience. 

Soothing fingers skimmed over her thighs as he nestled his head between them. Just like his kisses, his tongue flicked shyly at first, acquainting himself with the shrouded, pink pearl before mounting in intensity. Not a single inch of her secret flesh escaped his attentions. Whether it was the soft nibble of her labia or the stiff prodding tongue delving inside her heat. Even the tender abrasion of his facial hair cascaded through her body in a delectable tingle. But just as he raised her up with gentle sucks of her needy clit, he also coaxed her back down, deliberately easing off to torment her. Hot, velvety, excruciatingly slow strokes moved in languid licks, stirring her core towards its boiling point but never letting her boil over.

Breathy gasps and sharp moans eroded her speech. Cleona begged for her gods to intervene in spare fragments of coherency, digging her heels into his powerful back. Each buck of her hips and ragged gasp urged him, but he held back deliberately, tormentingly. She writhed beneath the sweet anguish of his skilled mouth. This is both highest heaven and lowest hell.  The beard-roughened jaw scraping her thighs pink contrasted to the silken tresses sliding through her clenched fingers. Everything this man did exacted in counterpoint to his being.

Sometimes he stole glances up at her, his enflamed gaze burning over her too tight skin like spilled hearth embers. His right hand ducked to his crotch and she heard the unmistakable hiss of laces rasping loose. Aching emptiness bore down in a cry to be filled. 

Embroiled in the contrary clash between needing to come and needing to touch him, Cleona sat up, yanking him upwards by fistfuls of his hair. “Use your fingers so I can touch you.”

A swift dip of his chin served as a nod. He crawled over her body like a large, sleek cat to kiss her, his slick lips treating her to the feast of their mingled flavor. 

“Mmmmm…Are you going to taste as good in my mouth as I do in yours?” she uttered between kisses.

The outrider made a strangled groan and rolled off of her body. He lifted his trim hips, shoving his breeches and releasing his stiff, jutting manhood. His cock bobbed and slapped his taut stomach in that obscenely fascinating movement men unleashed from their civilized binds. He hadn’t even gotten his breeches all the way off before her eager hand set upon him. He hissed, body stilling at the shock of touch before relaxing—a sound so small yet one so sweetly erotic it lanced heat into her lonely clit.

Ignoring her own slick, swollen folds, the herbalist cupped his bollocks in her palm, confirming their heaviness as she fondled them. Curiosity satisfied in that respect, her attention shifted to the thick shaft and its prominent veins. Heated stone clad in satin slid beneath her assessing grasp. Never had she felt a man so hard in her life. 
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