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A scream pierced the darkness. Henry gasped and coughed, a familiar metallic taste burning his tongue. He groaned and pressed his hands against the cold stone floor. His body ached worse than it ever had after sparring or a long day in the saddle. Worse than when he and Crispin took down a band of thieves on the border, and he earned himself a scar on his side as payment for his good deed. The pain hung heavy around his shoulders, pinning him to the floor. The abrasive stone cooled his cheek. Even as he struggled to right himself, his limbs refused to cooperate.

Henry took several deep breaths and rested, willing his body to function. Where was he? Flashes of the altercation in the forest flickered in the back of his mind. Riding along the moonlit road. The wagon blocking their path. The raiders.

“Ruby!” Henry shouted with the effort it took to push himself up. Where was she? Had they taken her? Killed her? Where was he? The questions trudged through his mind, slowed by the haze of pain radiating through him. His head pounded like a hammer against an anvil, and his limbs ached with heaviness, protesting with every movement. Whoever took them captive must have beat him while he was unconscious. Never before had he experienced such agony ripping him apart from the inside.

The room contained a bed along the wall and a pot in the corner. Try as he might, he could not focus on the items in the room. He blinked attempting to clear his vision. Henry touched his face, covering his swollen right eye. The blur cleared into solid forms. He made a conscious effort to keep his injured eye closed and surveyed the room once more.

A prison cell. The sliver of light came through a thin slat in the solid wooden door held in place with iron hinges. Gripping the edge of the bed, Henry pulled himself up but stumbled at the tightening pressure around his ankle. He jerked his feet, dragging a chain across the stone. Manacles bound his feet, fastened to the wall by a chain.

Fighting against the restrictive bonds, Henry managed to pull himself up and sit on the bed. Another scream pierced the silence. His heart pounded harder, sweat formed on his neck, sliding over his skin and sending a shiver down to his bones.

Henry leaned against the wall in an effort to regain his balance. Nausea overwhelmed him. Had he anything in his stomach, it would have spilled with little resistance. He braced himself as the waves slowly subsided. He pressed his eyes closed, fighting off the instability of his vision. It reminded him of the sea voyage to France where he spent most of the trip bent over the rails unable to stand or eat. This was no voyage. This was far worse than he could have ever imagined.

He licked his cracked lips, tasting the blood caked upon them. He moaned at the sting and longed for the sweet, refreshing kiss of a mountain spring or a dram of mead, anything to quench his thirst and clear his mind.

Another scream echoed from beyond the door and gripped his soul. Ruby.

Ignoring the protests of his body and the limits of his chains, Henry shot off the bed and lunged for the door. The manacles snapped tight, bringing him to an abrupt halt and slamming him down onto the ground. Jarred, Henry struggled to his feet, bracing his hand against the cold stone wall.

Murmured voices filtered through the narrow slat in the door. He could make out nothing but the low cadence of two distinct voices.

“Release me, you sniveling bastards!” Henry shouted. His voice broke mid-curse, hoarse from disuse and thirst.

“You live. What a pity. I had a wager you would die during the night.” A deep chuckle filtered through the slat.

Henry glared with his good eye trying to glimpse his captor, but he saw nothing but a shadow against the wood. “Where is she?”

“The queen is no longer your concern.” The man’s tone implied his malicious intent toward both of his captives.

“If you harm her, I will eviscerate you and leave your rotting carcass for the crows,” Henry growled. His hands balled into tight fists.

“You waste what little breath remains in you.” Even though he could not see the man’s expression, pleasure reflected in his words. “If you persist, I shall be forced to punish the queen for her guard’s inability to follow direction.”

Even though he never relayed Ruby’s state, Henry took this information as a sign she was not dead as he feared. He inhaled deeply, allowing this small shred of hope to fill him with a steadying peace.

“Whatever game you play at, you will not win. The king will come for her.” Henry chuckled at the horrifying image his words brought to mind. Crispin would certainly come, and he would show no mercy. “He will slaughter you with pleasure, as well as anyone who follows your direction.”

“He is inept and consumed by childish, petty distractions.” His captor sounded bored. “The queen and the kingdom are no longer his. History will regard him as nothing more than a stain on the royal bloodlines of Europe.”

“The people of Meradin are loyal to King Crispin and Queen Eleanor.” Strength infused Henry. “This act of treason will not stand.”

Coarse laughter met his statement. “Once the people see the man beneath the crown for what he truly is, a selfish, deceitful imposter hellbent on his own personal gratification at the expense of those around him, they will turn their hearts.” The amusement faded. “Even after he used you for his own perverse pleasure, you stand steadfast in his service. Such loyalty is misplaced.”

A chill coursed through Henry. “My loyalty is mine to do with as I see fit.”

“And your body, does that also belong to you, or does your king control it as well?” The faceless villain tormented him.

Henry shook his head, reigniting the stabbing pain. “I know not what you imply with such venomous assumptions, but I am my own master.”

“You went willingly to his chamber. Indulged in wicked acts with them both freely of your own will?” Hearing it aloud brought shame and uncertainty.

“You rely far too heavily on the whispers of servants and idle gossip.” He swallowed the fear rising in the back of his throat. His chest tightened as the walls around him crept closer.

“The truth matters not. Rumors and gossip foster revolution. The people will demand a king who will not desecrate their kingdom for his own wicked desires.” The captor tisked. “’Tis better if you concede defeat. No one is coming. Death will bring the relief you crave. Freedom is merely an illusion.”

Before Henry could respond, the sound of receding footsteps echoed beyond the door.

“You son of a bitch! You will burn in hell for this, mark my words!” His throat burned from the effort he expended. He screamed and the anguish escaped, sliding off the stone and filling his soul with grief. How could he have allowed this to happen?

He should never have taken Ruby out of the castle. He endangered them all with his careless actions, and they now suffered the consequences of his poor decision. Ruby was alive, for the moment. That alone gave him comfort, and yet he knew that comfort would be short-lived. Whoever captured them had much larger plans than he first assumed.

Their captor intended to use the queen to force the king’s hand. They would take the throne by force. Blood would fill the streets if he successfully turned the people against the monarchy. Those who were loyal to Crispin would suffer.

He could not focus on something out of his control. First and foremost, he needed a way to escape and steal Ruby away from this madman.

Henry rested his head against the wall. Who could possibly want to tear the kingdom apart? There were many who disliked Crispin and wished to remove him from the throne. But none he knew of were brazen enough to invoke his wrath by taking the queen.

Ignoring the pain and his thirst, Henry took what tools were given to him and replayed the events leading to their capture. If all he had was time, he would use it to the best advantage. There was always hope, even if it felt helpless. If only he could force himself to believe it long enough to survive.
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Bile bit the back of her throat. Ruby blinked against the darkness. Small pinpoints of light filtered through the fabric like the sky on a clear, cold night. Her head ached, and she struggled to breathe with the sack covering her face.

Ignoring the pounding in her head and the numbness in her bound limbs, she struggled against the bonds around her hands. Her feet twisted to no avail. The soft fabric beneath her belied the comforts of a bed and fine linens, but the scent was unfamiliar. It could be the fabric covering her head, but there was nothing comfortable about her situation in truth. She was a captive.

Flashes of images appeared in her mind as she recalled the altercation in the forest. The men who chased her. A long trek through the dark woods. The outline of the castle on the sunlit horizon. Hope and relief had filled her. She saw salvation.

Ruby remembered nothing after the blinding pain save the darkness. She fought against the bonds harder, grunting from the effort and willing the knots to loosen. Her breath came faster, making it more difficult to fill her lungs with air. The fabric of the sack stuck to her sweat-slickened cheek and tangled hair.

Inhaling deeply, she loosed a scream to bring down the walls of Jericho. If there be any hope, it would come. Or her captor would. Either way, Ruby could assess the situation more clearly if she knew where she was. And whom she had to thank for their generous hospitality.

Silence met her outburst. She opened her mouth to scream again, but the sound of a lock being turned made her pause and listen. The soft shuffle of footsteps entered the room. Ruby stilled as they came closer.

Whoever entered the room placed something on a hard surface. A tray perhaps. Or a weapon. It was difficult to tell. She strained to hear anything that might give her an idea of where she was.

“Who are you?” Ruby’s voice cracked on the final word, but she held firm awaiting the intruder’s response.

The faint scent of roasted meat and apples teased her hunger to life. Her stomach growled, and her mouth watered. She swallowed and pushed aside the temptation.

“What do you want?” Ruby demanded with a stronger determination.

A soft brush of fingertips against the back of her hand made Ruby recoil. “Show yourself. Coward.” She struggled again, knowing it was hopeless but the thought of someone placing their hands upon her without consent incensed her. “Release me!”

The room filled with the sound of soft feminine laughter followed by the retreat of footsteps and the slamming of the door. Ruby swore and writhed on the bed. Her frustration boiled over into pure panic. She screamed again louder than before. Whoever dared to accost her would pay dearly.

After fighting her unbreakable binding, she lay still with her heart pounding and breath heaving. How she longed for the cool air against her skin. Her nose itched, making her eyes water. Curse this bastard.

Her stomach growled again seduced by the meal brought by some faceless woman. Instead of focusing on the food, she directed her thoughts to assess her situation.

How much time had passed? Hours. Days. It was impossible to tell. Crispin would surely know of her disappearance by now. But how would he know where she was taken or by whom? The bandits set upon them with the intent to take her, but they would show no mercy to her escorts. Henry and Connor were surely dead. A third scream wrenched itself from her throat filled with agony and pain.

Unrelenting guilt consumed her. She caused their deaths as surely as she had drawn a blade from her own sheath and drove it into their hearts. Tears filled her eyes. Nay. She blinked them away. There had to be hope. Perhaps they escaped as she did. Even if one of them returned to the castle and raised the alarm, it would be better than imagining them both dead along the king’s road.

Ruby pinched her eyes closed and took several calming breaths. She wiggled her fingers, flexing life back into them where the cool prickling sensations tingled beneath her skin. Willing herself to focus on anything but the hopelessness of her situation, Ruby whispered a prayer.

Crispin would come. He vowed he would always find her. She prayed harder.

The suspended silence of her thoughts shattered at the sound of an animal howling in pain. Her heart constricted. That was not the sound of an animal in agony—’twas a man. The lonely, piercing cry of a captive echoed through the walls of stone. The realization led her from sympathy to hope. Perhaps one of her knights had been spared.

Ruby licked her lips. A hundred thoughts raced through her mind, but with the restrictions hampering her, she could do no more than lie in wait for an opportunity.

This time she heard the solid footsteps approach the door. Her ears pricked at the sound of the lock turning and the sturdy creak of the hinges when the door opened. She stiffened at the shift in the air.

Ruby held her breath as the footsteps grew louder until they ceased completely. She squealed with surprise as she was hauled up into a sitting position on the edge of the bed. A firm pair of hands steadied her when she swayed at the sudden motion. She wrenched herself away from the unwelcome touch.

“Get your goddamn hands off of me!”

Her head spun as the sack lifted from her head. Hair stuck to her face, but the cool air filled her lungs and kissed her overheated skin, granting her immediate relief. She swayed but caught herself before lifting her hands to push the hair from her eyes. She froze at the flicker of movement beside her.

A broad figure wearing black hose and a dark green shirt with a brown doublet stood with his back toward her. A hood covered his hair and threw his profile into shadow. He reached out a gloved hand and plucked a roasted morsel from the tray.

Ruby searched the room for a weapon, any weapon. But for as plush as the room was furnished, it bore only the essentials, leaving nothing she could wield as a weapon against this madman. With her hands and feet bound, it left her at a significant disadvantage. Instead of reacting, she waited patiently hoping to lull him into underestimating her.

“How dare you take me captive.” Ruby glared at the imposing man who remained encased in mystery. She scoffed. “You cannot even bear to face me. Coward.”

A menacing chuckle filled the room.

The hair on her arms stood on end. Ruby shifted uncomfortably. “When the king hears of my disappearance, there will be hell to pay.”

“Aye, darling Ruby. There will be blood; on that we can agree.” The man turned and sat in the chair beside the table bearing the food-laden tray. With his back to the window, his face remained cast in shadows. He lounged in the chair much like Crispin on his throne. Confident and cocky to a fault.

She blinked against the bright sunlight streaming through the window. His voice. It sounded familiar, yet she could not place where she had heard it before. “I demand you release me.”

He chuckled again, the sound grating and sinister. “You are in no position to make demands, sweeting.”

“Who are you?” Ruby murmured, her mind spinning with questions. Irritation filled her with every passing moment in his company.

“You wound me.” He pressed his gloved fist to the center of his chest. “After all these years, you do not recognize me.” The gloved hand rose to the hood and pulled it back.

Brother James...Francis Seville sat before her. A twisted smile on his scarred face.

Ruby gasped; her breath stolen by the revelation. She shot to her feet and stumbled, the binding on her feet forgotten. “It cannot be.” She twisted her wrists until the ropes burned her flesh. Panic gripped her and crushing pressure built deep in her chest.

He plucked another bite of roasted meat from the plate and popped it into his mouth. His cold, calculating gaze followed her.

“Why?” she gasped the word between deep breaths. Even through the onslaught of unknowns, this one simple question shone brightly above the rest. Tears pricked her eyes at the betrayal.

“I am reclaiming what is mine by birth. My crown. My kingdom. My bride.” A wicked grin split his lips.

Ruby shook her head. “I refuse.” Whatever hope she held faded like the summer’s warmth with the approaching winter.

“This is your place now. By my side.” He slowly rose to his feet and drew a dagger from the sheath on his hip.

She stumbled back when he approached her. He grasped her wrists. Ruby tried to pull away, but he tightened his grip and held her fast. Francis pressed the dagger to the tender flesh of her throat. She stilled immediately but refused to flinch at his threat and held his gaze.

“Finish it then. I would rather die than betray my king.” She leaned into the dagger’s blade, letting it sting as it bit her skin.

“Such spark. I have always admired that about you.” He eased the blade away. “It would be far too simple to kill you.” Francis gripped her throat.

Ruby sputtered and choked at the pressure. She pushed at him, trying to knock his hands away, but he held her with enough force to pin her in place while allowing her to breathe. Tears filled her eyes and fury raged through her veins.

“Mark my words carefully, Ruby. If you refuse to cooperate, I will kill every person you hold dear. Starting with your mother.” His eyes glittered at her panicked inhale. “Aye, she trusts me. It will take little effort to slit her throat. Do not try my patience.”

With a stilted nod, Ruby dropped her gaze. She could not let him hurt her mother. There would be no warning Marian of the impending danger. The look of determination in his gaze solidified her decision. She would do as he commanded.

“Good.” He released her and took her bound hands. “Now, I release you from your bonds. You are free to move about the room. Scream all you wish. No one will hear you. My servants are loyal to me alone.”

“Burn in hell.” Ruby spat on him.

His grip tightened and pain coursed up her arm. She winced, and he twisted until she pressed her body against him to keep her arm from snapping like a branch. Ruby hissed and turned her face away unable to bear being this close to a treasonous serpent.

“If you persist in treating me with such disrespect, I will carve mementos from your companion then have them brought to your chamber and placed on the mantle.” His hot breath washed over her cheek, leaving her feeling tainted and diseased. “Do not try my patience.”

“Deceiver. You have no companion of mine.” Ruby snapped even though she heard the agonized cry earlier.

“Henry will suffer for your stubbornness in blood. Limb by limb until there is nothing left.” His threat hung heavy in the air.

A sob lodged in Ruby’s throat. There was no mistaking the glint of evil in his eyes. He would relish the opportunity to bring pain. How had she missed it before? The kindhearted monk was gone, replaced by a bloodthirsty villain.

She softened in defeat, unable to form a response to his cruel threat. If she pushed him, he would retaliate of that she could be certain. At her nod, he cut the rope at her wrists.

“You may unbind your feet once I leave.” He grasped her chin in his gloved hand. “Remember, you belong to me now.”

Ruby jerked from his grasp. “You may have my body, but you will have nothing more.”

“We shall see.” He crossed the room intent to leave her when she called out to him.

“Why go to this trouble? You could have taken the throne with the blessing of the Privy Council.” A tear slipped down her cheek. She swiped it away.

“I want Crispin to suffer, and I want the kingdom to watch him burn.” Without further explanation, he walked out of the room, leaving her to stare after him in stunned silence.
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Chapter Three
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The longer Crispin stared at the faded map spread across the table the more his mood darkened. Two days had passed with no information on the whereabouts of Henry or Ruby.

The soldiers scoured the forests. His personal guard searched the road where they had been ambushed. Nothing remained of the wagon or the men who attacked them. Connor’s report of the event had been detailed, but his men found no evidence of the incident.

His gaze rested on Ruby’s jeweled scabbard. ’Twas the only item found during the search, but it gave no indication as to where she had been taken or by whom. There was no messenger with a note of ransom or demands in exchange for their return. An ominous silence filled the void, leaving the castle in a state of unrest.

Crispin paced the floor and ran his hand through his hair. Sleep eluded him and exhaustion replaced whatever frustration remained. He would not rest until he found them.

He paused at the window and leaned against the sill. A group of riders entered the gate then disappeared from view into the expansive bailey below. Judging by their pace, they returned with no new information.

Too many possibilities filled his mind. Who would dare steal his queen? Why? Crispin understood he fostered no goodwill in some of the neighboring kingdoms. And even among his own court, murmured conversations often painted him in an unfavorable light. Once the people discovered the truth of Francis’s return and the disappearance of his beloved queen, a restlessness would rise from the peasantry and farmers throughout the kingdom.

He returned to the map and beat his fist against the table in a rhythmic cadence, losing himself in thought. The map before him blurred, the ink fading into a distorted mass. His focus slipped deeper into darkness. He pinched his eyes closed and swore.

“Am I interrupting?” His mother’s soothing voice filled the room and eased his rising agitation.

Crispin flicked the map and pushed away from the table. “There is nothing to interrupt. I have no leads, no direction.” He flexed his hands. “Perhaps I should join in the search. There must be something they missed.” His gaze lingered on the forest beyond the window.

“What good would it do to put you in harm’s way?” his mother asked. Her words offered a voice of reason, countering the chaos churning like a storm in his mind.

“If I were out there, I would have found them.” His conviction faltered at the weak declaration.

“Crispin.” She rested her hand on his arm. The tension slowly drained from his body, but the underlying emotion refused to dim. “You cannot simply charge off into the thick of battle when we have no idea who our enemy is.”

He scoffed. “What would you have me do? Sit on my arse and pray for a miracle?”

“Of course not.” She regarded him with the same patience one would a temperamental child. Crispin raised a brow and waited for her to continue. “I simply wish for you to use discernment before barging headlong into a fight you are ill-equipped to win.”

“What do you suggest?” Crispin threw his hands up and strode across the room, impatience driving his feet into motion. His voice grew louder with passion. “I have every soldier and knight in the kingdom searching. There is no sign of the Balmont clan, whom I have no doubt played a role in Henry and Ruby’s disappearance. Why else would the attackers not kill Henry?”

“Do you truly believe the Balmonts would align themselves against you?” His mother sat in the chair beside the table and folded her hands in her lap.

“They disguised themselves as raiders and attacked the caravan carrying Ruby as a child. They were given instructions to kill Ruby. When they realized they failed in their original mission, they fled not only the capital, but their family holding as well.” Crispin gritted his teeth, fury building like a hungry flame inside him. “Only guilt would drive them to flee with such haste.”

Her expression sobered. “Is this why you and Henry left after the wedding?”

“Aye.” He rested his hands on the mantle. “We spoke with every holding, every member of court in the land. They had vanished, which makes them more capable than I anticipated.”

“Do you truly believe they have some part of this plot?”

“I know not whom I can trust at this point,” Crispin confessed. “I fear there is no one in which I can place my faith to ensure the safety and security of not only the kingdom but those I hold dear.”

“You cannot be expected to do it all yourself, my dear.”

He pushed away from the mantle and faced her. The concern in her gaze nearly broke his resolve. “Then what am I to do? I cannot wait. There must be action. Retribution. Whoever did this must suffer my wrath.”

“Take a moment. Clear your mind.” She inhaled deeply and rested her hand against her heart. “Let us consider this logically.”

Crispin would have laughed had he not seen the sincerity in her measured breaths. Instead of imitating her, he rested his hand on his hip and waited for her to open her eyes. When she finally met his gaze, she rose to her feet and crossed to where he stood. He stilled when she placed her hand over his heart.

“If they captured Ruby and Henry, then there is a strong possibility wherever they are, they are together.”

“I have already considered this, Mother.” He frowned. “What benefit does this serve in locating them?”

“They are together, which means they are not alone. There is hope.”

“Or the bastard holding them will use one against the other to force compliance.” Crispin tore himself away from her touch and paced to the opposite side of the room.

“Have you questioned the servants?”

Crispin spun to face her. “I have asked anyone with any information to come forward.”

“And have they?” Her brow arched.

He shook his head.

“Then perhaps you should interview each one, starting with Ruby’s personal servants.” His mother crossed to the table and glanced at the map. “That young Mina is quite observant. Whoever orchestrated this knew exactly where and when to strike.”

“Are you insinuating the traitor lies within these walls?” Crispin’s blood heated at the thought.

“I believe they were privy to information one could only obtain through observing those inside the castle.” Her fingers traced the king’s road leading north from the castle. “There is a spy in our midst, my son. If we uncover them, we may find clues to lead us to the culprit.”

“A spy.” Crispin bristled at the possibility. “What fool would place a spy in our midst?”

“One who is no fool.” His mother murmured beneath her breath. She lifted her gaze to meet his. “’Tis possible this person has been in our midst since before your father—” Her voice went silent at the mention of the former king.

Guilt nagged at Crispin. Even though he held no affection for his father and toyed with the idea of removing him from the throne, he never considered the extending implications of such a plan. There was no way to prove if it had succeeded or if someone else had. His mother’s observation held weight. Whoever this spy was, they had been watching and waiting for the opportunity to present itself. A sinister possibility appeared in his mind.

“What of Francis?” Crispin mused, gauging his mother’s reaction. “His reemergence seems to be quite timely, do you not agree?”

Her eyes narrowed. “You truly believe your brother has something to do with this?”

“He conveniently remained hidden from the world, shut away in the monastery, lying in wait. His position gave him the perfect opportunity to befriend Ruby.”

His mother laughed. “Honestly, Crispin. How could he have possibly known her identity? Not a soul knew, even Ruby herself knew nothing of her birth parents or the betrothal agreement.”

’Twas true. There was no way of him knowing. However, fate played a hand in their meeting, of that he was certain.

“It does not change this miraculous revelation.” He tapped his fingers on the table. “And his refusal to abdicate aligns perfectly with their disappearance.”

“Such a betrayal is not in your brother’s nature. Francis would never use such tactics for his own purpose. What would it serve him? If he truly wanted the throne, he would only have to petition the privy council. What benefit would he have to pursue such an elaborate charade?” Vivienne rounded the table to face him squarely.

“To spite me.” Crispin’s response echoed through the room with the crack of a whip. “To make me suffer.”

Her gaze softened, and she cupped his cheek. Crispin closed his eyes at the touch but remained firmly committed to his statement.

“Must you always believe the worst of mankind?” She rubbed her thumb along his jaw. “I know not what vile poison has turned your heart, but if you nurture this beast, then you will experience only pain and suffering.”

Crispin refused to react to her observation even though it bit into his soul with a sharp, well-aimed blade. He placed his hand over hers and slowly removed it. “Say what you will, but Francis has a hand in this. I shall prove it, and then you will see the truth of your sainted son.”

Pain flickered in her eyes. “As you wish, your majesty.” She turned and retreated from his presence before he could rescind his harsh words.

“Damn it!” He pounded his fists on the table tearing the corner of the map. Replacing the torn edge, he traced the path of the king’s road as it wound through the country.

Crispin vowed to uncover the truth, no matter the cost. He would find his queen. Then he would gut the villain responsible for his pain and hang them out for the crows to feast upon.
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Chapter Four
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Ruby rested her head against the window staring out over the treetops to the mountains beyond. In the distance they rose up to the heavens, the white-capped tips disappearing into the clouds. They were certainly in the north, but if they were within the boundaries of Meradin, Ruby could not tell. She had never traveled this far north.
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