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Author’s Note



The stories in this collection are a bit of a hodgepodge with two central themes—fae and happy endings. Some have characters that overlap with novels in the Samhain Shifters series, and a couple are so deeply embedded that I’ve labeled them with spoiler alerts. I hope all leave you with a smile on your face and extra magic in your day. 







  
  
Briar Moon




Chapter 1

The first thing Frances noticed were the thorns. Long and sharp and the least of the dangers her father had warned against if she didn’t wait for a private carriage to carry her back from California. 

The second thing she noticed was the smile of the man in charge of the thorns. Frances’s pulse quickened as his intense blue gaze caught hers, an instant awareness chasing away the dreariness that had dogged her footsteps ever since she left her father’s hotel.

Fascination and danger warred within her. The man on the stagecoach seat across from her was a stranger, one of two actually. The pair cradled the thorny, leafless shrub between them while emanating a sense of physical vitality and latent power that reminded her of wolves at rest yet ready to spring.

Frances clutched her reticule tighter, remembering her father’s warning about how rough the effluvia from Gold Rush towns could be. “The mud in the street is nothing compared to the filth of the unwashed masses striding through it,” he’d muttered, even such harsh words music on his lips.

He hadn’t been harsh with Frances, of course. He’d kept her safe, clad in the very best day dresses and evening gowns. Perhaps a little too safe. Because she’d been perennially curious, craning her neck to see what her father so roundly criticized, wishing she didn’t always have to stay cloistered and pristine.

She was curious now too. Pinched within her maid’s ill-fitting dress, she had none of her father’s wealth and prestige to protect her. Also none of his commands to keep her apart from the outside world.

So she met the smiling man’s eyes rather than turning away as she ought to have. After all, how many times had her father warned that most men who came to California seeking gold ended up drifting back with dreams squashed and pockets empty? They were dangerous in the way of a stray dog too hungry to be trusted eating out of your hand.

But this man’s eyes weren’t tired. Instead, wild blue irises considered Frances so intently she was the one who looked away, out the wooden-slatted window at the craggy mountain landscape rushing past. It wouldn’t be long now until the next stop. An opportunity to get off, to wait for another stagecoach...

To lose her nerve. Give up on adventure and return home to the safety of her father. Frances forced her body back erect. No, she wouldn’t do that.

“Ever see gold nuggets straight out of the ground?” The man’s voice was a low rumble, the exact same pitch as the metal wheels rolling across the ground beneath them. His words were quiet enough so Frances could have pretended not to hear him. Instead, she nodded. Some men had found gold; of course they had. And they’d spent good portions of it in her father’s stores, where she had indeed enjoyed many opportunities to handle gold nuggets straight out of the ground.

The smiling man spoke again, as if her nod had been an invitation to continue the conversation. “This blackberry bush is ten times as precious.”

Surprised, Frances met those wild blue eyes a second time. They twinkled. Drew her in closer until their knees touched.

Awareness turned into something considerably more powerful. Boulders blurred past in her peripheral vision and Frances struggled to catch her breath.

She should have listened to her father. Should have stayed within the gilded cage he’d created for her. She should have…

“Hey.” The man pressed both of his long legs up against those of his sleeping companion, breaking their connection. And abruptly Frances could breathe again.

Only once she’d settled did the man retrieve a small knife from a sheathe at his belt and carefully whittle a six-inch sprig from one of the bush’s branches. “Here.”

He held out the twig and Frances had no reason to take it. Thorns waited to snag her and she had the strangest memory of lying in her bed two decades ago listening to a nursemaid spin a fairy tale about blood on a thorn. Blood and danger.…

The next day, that nursemaid had been gone. Her father had tucked Frances into bed for a solid week after that until a new staff member was hired. The replacement pursed her lips and shook her head at any request for a story or song.

Now, despite her inability to recall much of the fragmented memory, Frances heeded its warning. Thorns weren’t safe. For her especially.

But the man continued holding out the twig. And her curiosity demanded knowledge of what kind of bush could be more valuable than gold.

So she ignored the warning tremor inside herself and took the twig. Accepting it carefully between thumb and forefinger, the thorns turned out to be easy to avoid.

And she was glad she hadn’t merely viewed the twig from a distance because it wasn’t cool and dormant the way its leafless state suggested. Instead, the stem twirled warm between her fingers and when it stilled, she blinked.

How could she have missed the flower bud as large as her littlest fingernail at the tip?

“Ah,” the man said. The stagecoach was slowing. Were they already at the next stop?

Frances was still trying to regain her composure when the smiler nudged his sleeping seat mate. For the first time, Frances took a real look at the other man, noting that he and the smiler shared perfectly carved features kissed by exactly the same amount of sun. Were they brothers?

If so, their similarities were only skin deep. Because the sleeper’s blue eyes were far less interesting than the smiler’s, and less interested also. His attention slid over Frances as if she was part of the landscape. Then he turned to the smiler and they hefted the blackberry bush between them.

The one with the wide smile tipped his hat at her. “A pleasure to meet you, ma’am.” He thrust open the door and the pair disembarked.


      [image: image-placeholder]Other than the fleeting moment when she’d considered running from the smiling stranger, Frances had no intention of getting off at this hole-in-the-wall town. The hamper at her feet was packed with cold meats, breads, cheeses, precious chocolate, and even coffee brewed fresh for her that morning. She had everything she needed to stay on the stagecoach until she reached one of her father’s hotels several stops later. Doing so was safer and would be more comfortable as well.

But the flower bud on the twig swelled as she watched it. One petal curled itself open, then another.

Frances watched, fascinated. The flower’s bloom made no sense, not in late October, not so quickly.

What also made no sense was her inability to stop thinking about the man with the over-wide smile.

The wheels beneath the stagecoach were already starting to turn when she shot to her feet and pushed the door open. Her button-trimmed ankle boots squished in the mud as she leapt out, calling up to the driver. “My valise!”

While she waited for the stagecoach driver to unload her luggage, Frances considered the town in which she found herself. Bleached wooden buildings lined either side of Main Street, lacking even a coat of paint to brighten hard edges. Worn dirt paths branched off haphazardly and only a red-lit saloon and the tiny hotel showed any signs of life.

The desolate town seemed an unlikely spot for adventures. But the smiling man was an adventure. Once Frances found him, she could ask…

What? Why this blackberry twig was blooming so far out of season? Why she couldn’t get his smile out of her head?

Shaking away her confusion, Frances brushed dirt off the hem of a gown that, now, was less of an asset than it had been that morning. The stagecoach driver tried to drop her valise in the mud, requiring the sight of coinage before he agreed to carry it to the hotel. And, once there, Frances was forced to request assistance by ringing a bell.

“A room?” the girl behind the counter asked, turning around to face her after far longer than Frances had ever been kept waiting.

“Yes,” Frances answered, keeping her voice even although she knew her father would have snapped an angry set down in the face of such intentional slowness. “But first, would you be so kind as to direct me to my friends? They’ve checked in already. Two men carrying a blackberry bush between them...”

“Your friends walked right past our door and headed that way.”

The girl was younger than Frances, but cheerfully competent and quite willing to call her bluff. Still, she did offer a pointed direction. South where the mountain loomed above their tiny town, causing evening to fall earlier than it would have in the flatlands.

The men with the blackberry bush had walked out of town into the darkness? Curiouser and curiouser, as the aspiring novelist Lewis Carroll liked to write in his correspondence with Frances’s father.

“Please bring my luggage to my room,” Frances requested, paying more than she needed to as her father had taught her. Overpayment won loyalty. Overpayment halted questions.

Then, rather than going after her valise, she strode out into the darkness, following the thin thread of a trail south.


      [image: image-placeholder]Ever since Frances was a child, her night vision had been better than average. So she didn’t stumble as mud gave way to stony ground and the already narrow trail turned even narrower. Her footing remained firm while the sun sank the rest of the way behind the mountain and night chill prickled the bare skin of her cheeks and neck.

She did, however, second guess the entire expedition when her legs began to burn with unaccustomed effort. What was she doing disobeying her father then thoughtlessly trailing strangers into the wilderness? At night. Without so much as a coat or a change of undergarments!

The twig twirled between her fingers as she pondered. And the flower continued to open until all five petals glowed like a star in the dark.

There’d been another story that nursemaid told her, hadn’t there? Something about thorny hedges protecting a princess…

The memory was as hard to make out as the night-clouded horizon. Frances was still struggling to piece it all together when she rounded a bend and found an enormous wolf bristling in the middle of the path.
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In fur, it was easy for Duke to ignore his suspicions from the stagecoach. Yes, even when starlight glinted off the flower in the beauty’s hand, the flower that shouldn’t have been able to open so quickly on a twig whittled off a dormant blackberry bush, albeit a potentially magical one.

He took a step toward her, drawn by something he couldn’t explain and didn’t need to. There were flecks of gold in her wide, hazel eyes and her hair was as lustrous as a grackle’s feathers. Meanwhile, her boots were far finer than her dress and handbag, a smart place to splurge if she was as poor as she appeared.

Somehow, though, Duke suspected there was more to her story. Especially since her cultured voice had boasted the crisp diction of the upper class.

He only realized he’d come so close she could have reached out and touched him when she did the exact opposite. Flinching away, her heart pounded so hard it tickled his eardrums, and Duke found himself lowering his belly to the earth by way of apology.

Suspicions or no suspicions, there was no cause to frighten a woman walking alone in the dark.

Even frightened, however, she didn’t flee. Instead, she spoke in a way he suspected was meant to boost her own confidence. “Excuse me, wolf. I’m afraid you’re in my way and I’ll sprain my ankle if I leave the trail. Perhaps if I stay to one side you won’t bite me as I pass...”

Suiting actions to words and tucking her skirts the same way she’d done while entering the stagecoach, she sidled closer to the drop-off that formed one edge of the path. Duke hadn’t thought through his belly flop or he would have flopped in that direction to protect her from the cliff-side danger. Now, even quality boots weren’t sufficient to save her from the crumble of loose earth beneath one foot and the loss of balance that came after.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, arms windmilling as she tipped toward the thirty-foot drop that led to jagged rocks and likely death.

He grabbed her. Shifted first, of course, even though a lady—and this woman was clearly a lady—would be mortified by a naked man coming at her out of the darkness.

He wasn’t, however, about to let her fall.

Her waist was firm in his grip, her breath sweet when she panted out words that never quite formed sentences. “Who? What? I... How?”

It felt wrong, but Duke took advantage of her flustered state. When dealing with the fae, it was imperative to strike ironclad bargains and maintain the upper hand at all costs. So even though it tasted as if he’d tossed a handful of blackberries into his mouth then bitten down on a surprise stinkbug, he murmured, “A question from me for every question from you. Agreed?”

“Um. Yes?”

As she spoke, her flower-carrying hand settled onto his shoulder, light as a songbird coming to rest on a limb it thought might not hold its weight. He could hold her weight easily, of course. Could have carried her away from the drop-off and set her down on those expensive, practical boots in a spot where she had no chance of falling over any other ledges.

But she hadn’t asked to be released and he was enjoying the press of her curves against his angles. Still, that stink-bug taste demanded he exhibit at least a modicum of the gentlemanly behavior his aunt had bitten into his ruff while he was a pup. “Ladies first. Ask me a question.”

“Who are you?” She tilted her head to peer up at him and it was hard not to let his lupine side seize her interest and lean into it. To tell her everything about himself. To beg for her attention to stay riveted only on him.

Instead, he offered precisely what she’d asked for—his name. “Duke.”

“You’re a duke?”

He shook his head. “It’s a family name, one in every generation. I’m Duke. My brother is Cyrus.”

And there he was, running on at the mouth just like one might expect when faced with a fae who wanted answers. Duke clenched his jaw, ignored his inner wolf, and demanded: “That was two answers so I’m owed two also.”

He expected her to argue, but the beauty only shrugged, the motion pulling fabric taut beneath the hand he still kept at her waist to steady her. Knowing he was owed two questions, he started with the same simple opening she had. “Who are you?”

“Frances. Not a family name. Just mine.”

Her smile felt like butterfly iridescence caught in sunlight. Like heady wine swallowed in front of a warm fire with his pack all around him. Like the promise of something he’d spent his entire life knowing wasn’t a dream he could grasp.

Duke clenched his jaw. Fae were glorious to look at and rotten at the center. He needed to stay smart for the sake of his brother and his pack.

Forcing his voice hard, he demanded, “Why were you following us?”

“Why?” She still clung to that twig with its unlikely flower and now she peered down as if the minuscule plant held all the answers. “I suppose I was curious. About this flower, although that was nothing compared to...”

Her words cut off as she motioned at his body, human now but lupine moments earlier. And he noted the moment she took in his complete nakedness. Her cheeks reddened and her breath caught. “Oh dear. I’m afraid I must ask you to don proper attire.”

Not to put her down? Duke laughed, expecting her to flinch the way she had at the sight of the wolf’s interest behind his human eyes back in the stagecoach. Instead, after the slightest of hesitations, she opened those blackberry-plump lips...and she laughed too.

Her chuckle was like a summer breeze cutting through overwhelming humidity. Like a ray of sunlight on a gray winter morning. Like warm molasses drizzled across a halved biscuit hot out of the oven.

She was fae. The way her laughter stroked his wolf’s fur proved it.

So why did Duke succumb to the temptation his family taught him to avoid at all costs? Why did he lead her straight to the repurposed prospector’s shack and invite her in?
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Frances peered into the dim space, smaller than her second-best shoe closet and with absolutely none of its amenities. The shack was lit by a kerosene lamp, which meant the cracks in the rough plank walls were a boon for letting out the foul-scented smoke. Other than a table and chair, the only nod to habitation was a pile of blankets on one side of the floor from which she caught the scritch of a mouse.

Which meant those tiny black pellets scattered across every surface were likely vermin excrement. Father would have expected her to succumb to vapors.

Instead, Frances kept her focus on the only dangerous part of her surroundings—Cyrus.

Duke’s brother glared at her with eyes just as blue as the ones she’d peered into on the train but with something dark and feral lurking deep within his pupils. He opened his mouth, then shut it again. Grabbing his brother’s shoulder, he knocked Frances aside while manhandling Duke out into the dark.

“What do you think you’re doing?” The harsh whisper was far enough away so Frances shouldn’t have been able to hear it. But her ears were as good as her eyes and she caught Cyrus’s every word. “Do you think we have time for dalliance? Does Louisa mean nothing to you?”

Frances kept her back to the men, pretending to survey the space she’d already observed in its entirety. Meanwhile, questions tumbled through her head like unruly kittens.

Who was Louisa? Was Duke prone to bringing home strange women?

Duke’s reply, when it finally came, answered neither of those questions. “Aunt Ellen always said to keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”

Despite the fact that Frances had to be who he was referring to as an enemy, his words seemed to stroke up one side of her face and down the other. She shivered, wrapping her arms around her middle. The thorns on the blackberry twig snagged the fabric of her dress.

“So you brought her here?” This was Cyrus. His temper seemed to be cooling and he almost sounded like a gentleman when he added. “How do you intend to keep her from freezing tonight?”

“Allow that to be my problem. No sign of James?”

“None. But there was a letter. From—” Cyrus’s voice lowered “—from Louisa.”

Frances did turn then, just enough to catch sight of two dark shadows coming together outside the cabin. The brothers were the same height and it was impossible to distinguish them at a distance in the near pitch darkness. All she could tell was that one had leaned his head down to press against the other’s shoulder. Brotherly arms pulled the mourner in close and Frances caught the faint gasp of a sob.

The excellent sandwich Frances had eaten for her dinner suddenly rebelled against further digestion, likely a cue that this intimate moment was not meant to be observed by a stranger. So she stepped further into the mouse-infested shack and turned her attention away from what was none of her concern.

She didn’t intend to go hunting for the letter—also very clearly none of her concern. But it was sitting there on the table beside the kerosene lamp and her eyes picked out words before she could avert them. Duke and our baby. Despite the cold, Frances’s cheeks flamed unbearably hot.

Then cool fabric was settling around her shoulders. “Frances.” Her name on Duke’s lips was as hot as her face. And her formerly queasy stomach now seemed to be doing a joyful little dance inside her. Neither sensation should have been pleasant, so why did she reach up to clench the newly draped coat tighter against her skin?

Because it smelled like Duke, that’s why. Like air just after a storm breaks combined with the faintest hint of sun-warmed blackberries. Another coat was folded across his arm—Cyrus’s?—but the one touching her neck clearly belonged to Duke.

“Won’t Cyrus be cold without his coat?” she asked to fill the loaded silence. Well, that and to steady herself from the thrumming something pulsing through her veins.

Duke shook his head and she noted at last what she hadn’t earlier. There were other clothes over his arm also. Enough to suggest Cyrus was now as naked as Duke. Or—

“He’s a wolf too?”

Rather than nodding, Duke asked a question of his own. “Do you want me to walk you back to the hotel tonight?”

A lady would have said yes. But Frances instead disentangled the blackberry twig from her dress while reconsidering the shack’s amenities. There was a homemade broom leaning against one wall, which would clean a spot sufficiently to lie down on. Duke’s coat would make a quite adequate blanket. And even though a lady should never sleep with a strange man beside her, there was no rule of etiquette that forbade her from sharing body heat with a wolf.

Still, her tongue tangled up when she tried to say that. “I... Um... You...”

“Tell me what you want.”

His blue eyes untangled her tongue and she found herself saying, “I want to stay here tonight. With your wolf.”


      [image: image-placeholder]She woke to heat deep inside her body. As if she’d been hugged all night by a man rather than simply pressing her side up against a wolf and sinking cold fingers into its fur.

On the other hand, the shack looked worse in daylight than it had the previous evening. Spiderwebs dangled from the rafters. The gaps between planks were large enough for snakes to slither in through. And Frances reached for the wolf to reassure herself that she wasn’t alone.

Her fingers found nothing. The wolf—Duke—was gone.

Her breath came a little too fast as she slid back into her boots, the only item she’d removed the previous evening. In her haste, she mis-laced the first one and muttered a curse her father would very much have disapproved of. Then she stilled as male voices carried in from outside.

“He’s been gone two days, you think? Three? More?”

That was Duke and the fear that had hastened Frances’s fingers loosened. This time, she had no problem looping laces around grommets. Still, she paused to listen after tying the first knot.

“I don’t know,” Cyrus answered, frustration edging his reply. “I can’t find his trail. And the letter...”

“We’ll find him and we’ll break the curse.” Duke’s words were a promise Frances could feel in her belly. “We’ll start with his journal.”

“The journal makes no sense!”

Finishing the laces, Frances came to her feet and found the journal on the table where the letter had been. This was none of her concern either, but Frances flipped through its pages anyway.

What she found there made the object seem more like a sketchbook than a journal. Ink outlined mountain landscapes, not in the form of a map but as if the artist had wanted to capture observed beauty. On the next page, two wolves ran together in joyful abandon. After that came a woman’s face, young and beautiful. Louisa?

The final drawing was different. This image was so dark it seemed as if James had cross-hatched in a frenzy, creating a featureless emptiness fading to paler gray at the edges.

Frances had to agree with Cyrus. Unless Duke intended to use the landscapes to try to find specific locations, she didn’t see how this journal would help track down what sounded like a missing friend.

Which was when she noticed the blackberry twig she’d set in a metal cup of water on the edge of the table last night. Then, a flower had rested at the end of the twig. Today, the tip bent down under the weight of a fruit.

The blackberry was as big as a crabapple, its ebony so intense it soaked up the sunlight. And suddenly Frances was starving. Her mouth watered and before she could stop herself, she reached out, plucked the berry, then popped it into her mouth.
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When Duke had left her alone fifteen minutes earlier, Frances was wrapped up in his coat and sound asleep. She’d looked so soft and kissable that it had taken an effort for him to turn away rather than waking her. But duty—and his brother—called. He was head of his pack. He was honor bound to respond.

Still, walking back through the door now, he smiled in anticipation. Chances were, Frances would still be curled up like a squirrel inside her nest. Perhaps he’d have a moment to lie back down beside her. Perhaps she’d lean into him the way she had last night. Perhaps her fingers would twine just as willingly into his hair as they had into his wolf’s fur…

But he’d guessed wrong. Frances now stood beside the table upon which James’s journal lay open. As if she’d flipped through its pages, something a stranger with no knowledge of the curse was unlikely to do.

Worse was the blackberry. It had been green and hard when he brushed past it moments earlier. Now, though, the fruit slid soft and ripe between her lips.

“Stop!” Duke demanded, not sure who he was protecting. His brother? Frances?

She paid him no mind, almost as if she hadn’t heard him. Instead, she swallowed and the unmistakable tang of magic suffused the air inside the prospector’s shack. Tropical flowers and vinegar, the combination unbearable for two very different reasons.

Duke clenched his fist against twin urges to stroke his fingers through Frances’s tresses and to cast her over the nearest cliff. Because his guess in the stagecoach had been right.

She was fae. Was she also linked to his family curse?

Then the object of his admiration and fury was turning the journal around until it lay catty-corner to where it had been originally. The book was James’s attempt to bypass the curse’s twisting of any words written against it. If James had tried to pen a description of what he’d found while hunting the curse’s source, every word would have turned bitter like those in the letter from Louisa.

So he’d left them a message in the form of pictures instead. Pictures that, as Cyrus had said, made absolutely no sense.

To them at least. Frances, in contrast, poked her finger at a bit of blackness surrounded by much more blackness. “Here,” she murmured. “West.”

Behind him, Cyrus growled. Of course he growled. Never mind the oddity of Frances understanding a message that had meant nothing to the two of them. Worse was the fact that the scent of the curse they’d spent weeks trying to break now permeated the inside of the prospector’s shack.

So why did Duke take a step toward the source of the aroma that had caused his family so much heartache? “What’s west?” he asked, keeping his voice quiet.

Frances’s eyelids fluttered as if she was having trouble focusing. “James,” she said after a long moment of silence. “The man who drew this. He’s in the mountains near Dead Man’s Pass.”

“She couldn’t possibly know that.” Cyrus pushed himself the rest of the way through the doorway, filled the prospector’s shack to bursting. It was no wonder Frances cringed back.

“Give her space,” Duke demanded.

“You can’t be serious,” Cyrus countered. “Are you listening to yourself? We’ve lost enough to the...”

Duke silenced his brother with a hand over his mouth and a shove out the door, a mirror image of their behavior yesterday only without the rough contact with Frances that had raised Duke’s hackles. Once they were twice as far away as they’d been the previous evening, he finally let Cyrus speak.

And, true to form, Cyrus had cooled down in the interim. “You can’t intend to go off on a wild-goose chase while James is missing,” he argued, choosing each word carefully. “It would take all morning to run to Dead Man’s Pass in lupine form.”

Now Duke was the one who bit off his syllables as if he was a wolf warning another away from his dinner. “I don’t intend to run there as a wolf.”

Cyrus shook his head. “Of course you don’t. Let me guess. You intend to walk there the long, slow way. On two legs. Taking her with you.”

The implication was clear. Frances had enchanted him.

And maybe she had. Still— “You need to trust my instincts, brother. Yours are twisted by the curse.”

Predictably, heat rose in Cyrus’s voice again. “I’m the one with twisted instincts? She’s fae. You can smell it on her.”

That part was true, but there was another part that was even more true. “She’s also,” Duke murmured, “my mate.”


      [image: image-placeholder]He made sure Frances ate before they left the prospector’s shack. Rabbit grilled on a spit over an open fire shouldn’t have appealed to a fae woman who likely subsisted on the finest of delicacies—aged wines, decadent pastries, and other luxuries fit for a queen. Yet Frances dug into their meager repast eagerly, and her hum of pleasure as she stripped meat from rabbit bones soothed Duke.

He was in dire need of soothing. Because Cyrus had decided to stay behind, searching for the pack mate they both had cause to worry over. After that pronouncement, Cyrus had gone silent. He did no more than shake his head when Duke promised, “We’ll be back by nightfall tomorrow.”

Duke couldn’t explain in a way his brother would understand why he was following this fae woman he’d met only the day before up into the mountains. He couldn’t explain it to Cyrus and he couldn’t explain it to himself. Not beyond that simple word:

Mate.

Mate meant everything, though. Or it would if the curse was broken.

So he let Frances lead the way, trying not to be overwhelmed by suspicions when she sought out game trails with wolf-like ease. Together, they threaded between sheer cliffs and steep scree slopes, her confidence never flagging despite multiple splitting paths.

And all the while, she clutched that same blackberry twig, a twig that appeared to have grown larger while Duke wasn’t looking. Only magic could have made the end he’d whittled off the main bush bulge and begin sending out tiny roots.

“You don’t trust me.” Frances’s words carried back over her shoulder several hours later, the first words they’d shared since setting off other than warnings about uneven ground and other hazards.

“I trust my instincts.” And his instincts continued to be harshly divided. On the one hand, Cyrus’s assertions made rational sense. On the other hand, even though storm clouds were beginning to cast the landscape around them into deep shadow, Duke had no urge to turn back.

“Last night, you asked me why I was following you,” Frances said as she hoisted herself over a boulder almost too large for her small limbs to wrap around. Even that awkward maneuver was managed with unearthly grace and Duke forced himself to look away.
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