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CHAPTER ONE



I’ve laid out your dresses, my queen.” Kirsten, the youngest of Mary’s maids, gestured to the two gowns hanging by the window. One was red satin with rabbit fur around the collar. The other was embroidered green velvet. “I wasn’t sure what color you’d like.…”


Mary stared at her reflection in the vanity mirror. Her other maid, Lissy, brushed Mary’s dark brown hair away from her face, pulling the front piece into a side braid. As she worked, her fingers threading the strands, Mary had to blink back tears. Even from within the stone walls of the palace, she could just make out the sound of people crying out beyond the gates.


“It feels wrong, doesn’t it? Having a feast tonight?”


Lissy and Kirsten didn’t answer. Lissy had kept her gaze down the entire time she laced up Mary’s corset. She wouldn’t look Mary in the eye as she smoothed the rouge on her cheeks or pinned the curls at the nape of her neck.


“I’m not one to say, my queen,” Kirsten replied.


“Even if the feast is in memory of the king… It’s just that with the plague, and everything else that’s going on…”


Mary didn’t say more. Show no weakness. Never let them pity you. It was advice Catherine once gave her, and the words were in her head now, whether she liked it or not.


She couldn’t explain it to her maids. How awful it felt knowing Francis was somewhere beyond the palace gates. That he could be stuck somewhere. He could contract the plague and die alone, in some hovel, and she would never know.


He had been so foolish. Did he believe he was being brave? What was he trying to prove as he mounted his horse, as he ignored his wife’s wishes? She’d begged him. She’d pleaded with him not to go to Lola, no matter how much she hated thinking of her friend alone, in childbirth, in pain, amid the horrors of the plague.


Now he was out there… and even if he did manage to get to Lola, even if they were both alive, there would be complications with that too. What would it mean when Lola had their child? Who would the child be when he returned to court? Another Bash, casting about the palace, while everyone gossiped about the king and his mistress, the king and his bastard son?


His son… Mary had somehow already assumed it would be a boy. Every month she’d waited, hoping, praying to get pregnant. The months had come and gone. Francis had told her not to worry, that it would all be all right, but how was she supposed to believe that now? If she couldn’t bear him a child—an heir—and Lola could… what did that mean for her? For their marriage?


Mary stared at her reflection in the mirror, watching her eyes swell. She forced herself to turn away, thinking again of the feast. “I guess I’ll wear the green one. Thank you, Kirsten.”


As Lissy finished tying her hair back, Kirsten pulled the gown off the hanger. She was fourteen, maybe a little younger, with huge gray eyes. Her nose turned up a bit at the end. She carried the gown carefully, arranging the skirt on the floor for Mary to step into.


“May I be excused, my queen?” Lissy asked, her gaze turning away. Her fair skin was red and splotchy. She wrung her hands together, squeezing the blood from her fingers.


“I suppose so,” Mary said. “Everything all right?”


Lissy just nodded. Then she curtsied and slipped out the giant oak doors.


Kirsten helped Mary’s arms into the stiff sleeves of the gown. Then she tied the back with a green satin ribbon. “I shouldn’t tell you this, my queen…” she said, pausing for a few breaths. “But it’s Lissy’s brother. She heard this afternoon that he was sick. That it could be the plague.”


“How awful…”


Kirsten knotted the back, then went to the basin to change Mary’s wash water. “She was going to go to him, but then the gates came down. She’s stuck here now.”


“It will be safer for her,” Mary said. But she knew it was much more complicated than that. Living… surviving. What did it matter if you couldn’t be with the people you loved?


Mary walked to the window, looking down at the gates below. Villagers huddled outside the perimeter wall. There were thirty or forty of them demanding to be let in. Some clutched the wrought-iron bars. Others threw things—pieces of firewood, broken pots.


There was a knock on the door, the sound so sudden Mary flinched. Kirsten opened it, revealing two of the palace guards. They knelt on one knee as soon as they saw Mary.


“Your Majesty,” the tall, redheaded one said. “We await your orders in regards to the palace gate. The villagers are requesting food and medicine.”


Your Majesty. It was strange to hear those words directed at her. The king had only been dead for one day, and Mary was used to seeing the servants bow before Catherine when she entered a room. Catherine was Your Majesty, the one they feared. This—their sudden drop to their knees, their heads down—was not something she was yet used to.


Mary waited a moment before responding. She could feel Kirsten watching her from across the room. She steeled herself against it… those bright, innocent eyes. She was queen now. She must not waver in what she said. Even if Francis was beyond the gates. Even if there were people dying out there.


“Stand guard along the perimeter of the palace, far enough away from the gates that there’s no chance of contracting the plague if any of the villagers are sick. I don’t want to take any chances. All night, all day—there should be men at every entrance and exit.”


“Right, Your Majesty. Of course.” The redheaded guard nodded.


The other guard, a thin man with a graying beard, locked eyes with Mary. “Your Majesty… the people… they’re sick and desperate. Some have tried to climb over the gate. What should we do if they try to breach the wall?”


Mary took a deep breath, trying to separate it all. How awful she had felt when she saw Francis riding beyond the gates.… What would it feel like if he was one of the desperate people outside, calling to be let in? How could she possibly turn him away?


“No, we…” she said softly, under her breath.


“Pardon, Your Majesty?”


She straightened up, looking him directly in the eye. “We cannot let anyone in.”


“And if they get past the gate…?” the man asked.


“They must be killed. The plague cannot enter the palace.”


The two men nodded. They knelt down one last time before they stepped out into the hall.


“I’m sorry you had to hear that, Kirsten.”


The young girl was staring out the window, down at the crowd below. “You have to protect our kingdom. I know that. I just… I can’t stop thinking of Lissy. My parents are out there too, in a village outside of Loudun. I have two sisters younger than me.” She glanced down at her hands, working at the hem on the front of her apron.


“Let us go,” Mary said. “They’ll be expecting me at the feast.”


Kirsten picked up the pail of wash water, waiting for Mary to exit before her. Mary turned, looking at her reflection in the vanity mirror one last time before leaving. It was getting harder to meet her own gaze. She was losing herself; she could feel it happening, could feel herself growing more callous. It had begun during King Henry’s madness. She’d plotted with Catherine to murder him, hoping to end his tyrannical reign. The plot had been stopped, but then she’d needed money to fund soldiers in Scotland. She’d hired someone to kidnap Catherine and demand a ransom. It had resulted in Catherine’s cousin Cortenza being executed, and though Cortenza hadn’t been wholly innocent, Mary had harbored guilt. She hated that she was constantly questioning motives, that she constantly worried about her own safety. Was that what this was now? Did she really need to be so extreme in defending the palace walls?


When she looked up at her reflection again, she noticed the wall behind her. She turned back. The hidden door to the palace tunnels was open ever so slightly. The pink tapestry was off. She hadn’t used that door since the attempt on Catherine’s life… it had been closed just yesterday, she was certain.


“Did you see anyone in my room today while I was out?” Mary asked. “Anyone at all?”


Kirsten shook her head. “Just me and Lissy, Your Majesty. That’s it. Why?”


“Oh… Kenna mentioned she had something for me,” Mary lied. “Go ahead, Kirsten. Go on in front of me. I’ll be down shortly.”


It wasn’t until the girl left, closing the door behind her, that Mary went to the tapestry. She was right—the hidden door to the tunnels was open. She could feel the damp draft coming through. There were only a few people alive who knew about the secret tunnels that led outside. Mary and her ladies, Francis, Bash. The man Mary had hired to kill Catherine. And one other person—Catherine herself.


Who would want to enter Mary’s room unnoticed? Who would want to find her here alone, and evade the guards stationed outside? Who could be planning an assassination attempt? Mary pushed the door closed, but she didn’t feel any better.


There was only one answer to all of those questions, one person Mary kept coming back to. Catherine. She knew what Mary had done… and now she wanted her dead.















CHAPTER TWO



Francis tore through the woods, riding fast. He tried to concentrate on the sound of his horse’s hooves striking the ground, the endless rhythm of it. He tried to push away his dark thoughts, but they kept coming back to him, with every mile, with every village he passed. Mary’s face as she watched him through the gate. The way her hand rested on the portcullis, her cheeks that deep pink they always turned when she was about to cry. He’d only glanced back once… but once was too much.


He bent low, ducking beneath a branch, the woods darker now as the sun set through the trees. It was all too much to take in… it had all happened so quickly. His father had died the night before. He and Mary had been in their chambers, and he had been urging her to be open with him about her secrets, her feelings, so that there would be nothing between them in their marriage. And then she’d revealed the biggest secret of all. A letter had arrived, bearing the news he was still struggling to grasp. This whole time Lola had been carrying a child… it was his child. And Mary had known about it. She had kept it a secret from him for months. And only now that Lola and the child were in danger, when Mary’s hand was forced, did she finally tell him the truth. How could she lie for so long? How could she do that to him? Every morning and evening, she’d walk the grounds with Lola, their arms threaded together, whispering.… Now he wondered how many times they’d been speaking of him, the baby, the secrets Mary kept. She’d made him the fool. All the while she had known, she had known and not said a word.…


He’d had Champion saddled and was preparing to ride off to find Lola, when Mary had rushed up and told him not to go. The plague was making its way through the nearby towns. She told him it would be too dangerous for him, that he was the King of France now, that he couldn’t risk his life on a whim. She’d begged him to stay, to not go to Lola and the baby, no matter how perilous their situation. Still, Francis hadn’t hesitated. He’d mounted Champion and headed toward the gates. Mary had called after him that he needed to think like a king, but he knew what he felt in his heart—he didn’t want to be the type of king who would leave his son to die.


As he had ridden off, he’d turned back just once, and had seen that Mary was ordering the gates to be closed behind him. He understood why she did it. But in that moment, he couldn’t do what she’d asked—he couldn’t think like a king. He had to think like a father.


“A father…” he whispered under his breath. It was difficult to imagine.… Even all the times he’d lain in bed with Mary, his hand on her stomach, wondering what it would be like when they had children… even then he could never quite conjure a face, a voice, a laugh. He’d never been able to picture what his own son or daughter would look like. And lately he didn’t want to. Family had started to seem like an ugly thing. That word—father—called up not thoughts of having a child of his own, but thoughts of Henry.


The king, in all his painful contradictions. Growing up, Francis had revered the man. Back then, Henry had seemed the bravest, the strongest, the wisest. But these last few months had all but eradicated the memory of the person he’d known. The king’s actions had been unforgivable. He had murdered innocents in cold blood, in front of the whole court—no longer caring who saw, believing it was his divine right. He had tried to get Francis’s mother, his own queen, executed on charges of adultery. He had forced Bash into marriage with Kenna. He’d murdered soldiers, Francis’s own men, during what was supposed to be a celebration of naval might… but the king had planned it so that the celebration turned deadly, for nothing more than the spectacle of it.


Francis knew all of this. It should have made him feel better, justified in killing his father, but it didn’t. He kept thinking back to that moment. He’d done it at the joust. He’d stolen armor from a soldier, then pulled the metal visor down low over his face so he wouldn’t be recognized. His father was dangerous, unstable, and only going to cause countless more deaths. The only other option was a military coup, and that was fraught with danger and uncertainty. Francis had to do it, didn’t he? Who else would have? Hadn’t it felt like the only way?


The king had gone mad. He’d needed to be stopped. But Francis could still see his father lying there, in his bed, just minutes from death. The bandage over his face. Francis could still feel the lance in his hand, the weight of it as he barreled forward, about to strike. The sound it made as it buried itself in King Henry’s left eye. The blood…


Champion’s gallop slowed to a canter, then a trot, and Francis realized he was approaching a town. “What hell is this?” he whispered, his eyes widening as he looked down the road.


There were twenty or so thatched homes, all of them dark. The only light was coming from the moon above, which appeared and disappeared as clouds streaked past. A pile of bodies was stacked outside of the church. He held his shirt up to his face to block the rancid, sick-sweet smell, but it was of little help.


He looked down at the dead. Their faces were mottled, marked with patches of black. Their necks had pink, swollen boils across the skin. Only days before, they had been farmers, tradesmen, maids… and now they were a jumble of limbs, denied a Christian burial for fear their disease would spread.


The village was almost totally deserted—only two people for as far as he could see, both of them running full-out, heads bent, rushing to get to their homes. Francis urged the horse to move faster. He could hear the sound of wailing and the occasional scream from inside the houses as he passed them. Most of the buildings were crudely boarded up, in an attempt to keep the plague from entering… an attempt that had not been successful.


A woman darted in front of Francis’s horse, so close that he had to pull Champion’s reins to keep him from rearing. She turned to look at Francis as she ran, and he could see the panic on her face. She crossed the road to one of the boarded-up shacks. “Have mercy, Millicent,” she screamed as she pounded on the door. “In the name of God, let me in!”


He turned away from the main road, off into the woods. He urged the horse around the thatched homes, moving through the trees. With every yard he put between himself and the town, he felt lighter.


Francis rode on, even faster than before, turning to the north. Lola was by the mill, he knew, just outside the town of Vannes, in some stranger’s house. Mary had read some of Lola’s letter out loud, giving him the location and a list of signposts to look for, but it was so much harder to find his way in the dark. Within minutes he’d gone several miles. He could see another village far off, somewhere to his left, beyond the trees. A few homes were lit. By the sound of the distant fiddle music, he could tell it hadn’t been struck by the plague. They probably hadn’t heard word yet.


He’d ridden all day on an empty stomach, and now that night had fallen, he was growing colder by the minute. He looked into the trees, at those small pinpricks of light, and for just a moment imagined it. Some warm tavern. A plate of sausage and biscuits. He had left the palace without money, but he had some gold—the buckle of his belt, the few adornments on his riding gear. He could slide one of his rings across to the innkeeper. It would be more than enough to pay for a warm bed and a hot meal.…


Just as quickly as he had the thought, Francis pushed it away. After the triumph at Calais, more people knew the face of the dauphin. And even if they didn’t, it would be impossible to blend in. His high leather boots, shined just this morning. The fur lining of his jacket. It would surely raise questions—a noble, traveling through the woods, looking for the town of Vannes. Why was he traveling alone, without a guard? Who was he going to see, and why?


Francis urged Champion on, faster through the trees. As he got closer to the village, he spotted a structure in the middle of the woods. A small, unassuming thing. It was probably used to store firewood.


“Finally, some good luck,” he murmured as he dismounted. He tied the reins of his horse to a low tree branch. It wasn’t much. Just a broken-down shack with a tar roof and wood walls. But it would be shelter for the long night, a way to keep the chill out of his bones. He grasped the door handle and promptly realized it was locked. He shook his head, letting out a short, sad laugh. Of course it was. Nothing had gone right today.


He crossed back to Champion and pulled the few meager supplies he had out of his saddlebag. They were left over from the last ride he’d had on this horse—a hunting trip he’d taken over a week ago. There was a piece of bread that was now rock hard, and a flask of wine that now more closely resembled vinegar.


He settled Champion, combing out the horse’s mane. Then he sat against the back wall of the shack, pulling his coat around him, trying to stave off the chill. He couldn’t help but think of the irony of it. This morning, he had awoken in a palace. And tonight, he was sleeping on the cold ground.


High above, beyond the trees, shooting stars were streaking across the sky. He settled down on his side, trying to get comfortable. The ground was covered with dead leaves and branches. He suddenly saw his situation for how absurd it was. He was starving, while in his palace a feast was being prepared. He was the king, sleeping not in his royal chambers, but on the forest floor. He had thrown himself headfirst into a perilous situation, one that might put his life—and his country—at risk. Was this too dangerous? Had Mary been right, was it foolish of him to go to Lola now, in the midst of a plague?


He closed his eyes, but he only saw Mary’s face. Those deep, chocolate-brown eyes. Her fair skin. It was the thought of her, smiling beside him in bed, that eventually pulled him to sleep.


Hours later, Francis woke with a start. He blinked in the darkness, trying to figure out what had stirred him. There were two silhouettes between the trees, hovering above him. A man and a woman. They both wore rough peasant clothing—burlap and linen, with crude drawstrings for belts. He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could even draw breath, their hands were upon him.


The man forced a rag into his mouth, gagging him. He tried to scream, but he couldn’t. He reached for his sword just as the woman pulled his hands behind his back and bound them with rope.


Francis struggled against his bonds, crying out against the gag, kicking his feet with all his might. But it was no use. They grabbed him, each one taking an arm, and dragged him into the night.















CHAPTER THREE



The screams rose up from outside the gates. A woman could be heard over the rest of the crowd, her voice shrill. “Please, Your Majesty! Help us! There are children dying! We beg you to have mercy on our souls!”


Kenna stood by the balcony, looking down at the people, their faces lit by the torches along the palace walls. All day it had been like this. She had cried, she had prayed. She had talked to Mary, talked to Greer, considering what could be done. It was too dangerous to send anyone to the gates. Even if they could give them supplies, there wasn’t enough for all the surrounding villages. The palace had a limited amount of food to keep them through the coming weeks, and no one knew how long it would be until the portcullis was raised.


Kenna pulled the heavy wood doors shut, feeling relieved when the locks were in place, the room now quiet. “Bash… how long do you think it can go on like this? It’s horrible. They’re in so much pain.…”


Bash didn’t respond. She turned, noticing him sitting on the side of the bed. He stared out at the wall in front of him, his eyes glassy. Any other person might have assumed Bash was lost in thought, but Kenna had studied him since they had been married, and she’d learned to decipher those subtle changes in his mood or expression. She knew which things he liked and didn’t like. Which dish would be his favorite at dinner, which of his riding boots he would pick when he was venturing into the woods. She knew what he was thinking when he gave her one of his half smiles (he wanted to kiss her, he wanted to hold her), and she could predict the exact times he would hum folk songs, not realizing he was doing it (always as he dressed in the morning, always as he undressed in the evening).


So she knew him now, in this moment, as he sat on the edge of the bed. She noticed his fists were clenched on the duvet. His brows drew together, the way they always did when he didn’t want to show the emotion he was feeling. “What is it?” she asked as she started across the room to him.


Only the day before, he had killed the madman who had called himself The Darkness. Bash had been hunting him for months, with growing fear about what he would find when he came upon him. The pagans thought him a god, a fearsome supernatural creature, but Bash had never believed that lore. He knew he was looking for a man… but a man turned monster, a man who murdered and tortured and fed on the blood of innocents. But he hadn’t encountered him in the wood, where he’d been tracking him. He had fought him in their home, as The Darkness threatened Kenna and Pascal, the sweet boy who had been one of The Darkness’s victims.


Pascal’s family had been slaughtered, but he had survived… at a cost. The boy was only now beginning to speak, to communicate his feelings with them. As The Darkness was dying from the wound Bash had dealt him, he had warned them that Pascal needed to take on his role. That unless there was someone sacrificing innocents to the gods, unless he had another to take his place, a plague would follow. He’d warned that it would sweep over the land.


“Bash… talk to me,” Kenna said as she sat down on the bed beside him. She touched his arm through the fine linen of his shirt, rested her cheek against his shoulder. She breathed in the distinct smell of him—a delicious mixture of pine needles and beeswax soap.


Bash looked down at his wife and let out a long breath. He was not adept at talking about his feelings. But in this as with so many things, Kenna was hard to say no to. She always seemed to get her way in the end, and he never really seemed to mind.


“I can’t go to the banquet tonight—it’s too much to be around so many people. It’s just… I was thinking about my father, about what happened,” he said quietly. He saw Kenna draw back, an uncertainty in her expression at the mention of King Henry. “I know. He doesn’t deserve my love now, I shouldn’t be grieving… but…” He shook his head and wiped his hand roughly over his eyes.


His father had been so different this year, so changed. He had been terrible in ways great and small. But Bash wasn’t mourning that changed man. He was mourning the father he’d known before. Bash had been his father’s favorite, the one Henry had chosen to accompany him on hunting trips and excursions, to practice his jousting and fencing with. Bash had loved the king dearly once, and it was for that man—the father he chose to remember—that he felt his eyes growing hot with tears.


“I suppose I miss the person he was,” he said, turning his head so Kenna wouldn’t see him so close to crying. “I was always hoping that Henry would return to us someday. That things would go back to how they used to be. That things would be better. Now that can never happen.”


“I know what you mean,” Kenna said. “He was a good man once.” She thought back to the Henry she’d met during those first days she was at court. She thought of the candles he’d had placed on the south lawn, the ones that spelled out her name. She’d loved him once too. Every time he’d enter the room, she would feel her skin awaken, every inch of her body come alive in a way it never had before. He’d held her as they fell asleep. He’d loved kissing her collarbone, rubbing his thumb tenderly over her brow. She’d been so dazzled by him then. She’d had no idea of the cruelty that was to follow.


Bash stood and started across the room. “And now the plague…”


Kenna put her face in her hands. Even through the closed doors, she could hear the muffled sounds of the villagers screaming. Bash turned to face her and she saw the worry in his expression.


“Do you think… Am I to blame for this?” he asked, his voice breaking on the last word. “Is it possible The Darkness was right?”


“Bash, no. You can’t let yourself think like that,” Kenna said as she crossed the room to him. She took both his hands in hers and looked up at him. “You saved my life. You saved Pascal’s life. It was the only thing to be done. You can’t question that. Promise me you won’t.”


“You really believe that, don’t you?” Bash studied Kenna’s expression, those warm brown eyes. There was so much comfort in her gaze. He wished to see himself the way she saw him, to know himself only as strong, true, and brave.


Kenna took a step closer, threading her fingers through his. Her hands were so warm. “I know the plague is out there and it’s real,” she said. “And I know what The Darkness warned us of. But what were you supposed to do? Let him murder us there, in that house? Let him take Pascal?”


Bash held her hands, knowing she was right. “I know… but…”


“But nothing,” Kenna said. “We can’t worry and wonder what we’ve done wrong. I’m just thankful that we’re together and we’re safe.”


Bash reached down and brushed aside a piece of golden-brown hair that had come undone from her braid. He felt a swell of gratitude for her, this girl who’d grown into a woman in front of him. “I love you so,” he said, and he could hear the wonder in his voice. It seemed impossible, somehow, that they could have found their way to love after such a beginning.


Their union had been an order of the king’s. Marriage had been forced upon them in a rushed midnight ceremony. They had both resented the match at first. But as the weeks passed, he discovered that he liked Kenna. And before long, he felt much more than that. She was… unexpected. Unlike the other girls at court, Kenna was never shy with her opinions. She was quick to get angry and quick to forgive. She was funny and smart and so beautiful sometimes that it was too much for him—he had to look away.


He felt himself smile. Kenna tilted her head back and raised an eyebrow at him. “What are you thinking?” she asked.


“I was just thinking that, in the end, my father gave me something wonderful after all,” he said, running his thumb over her cheek. “He gave me you. And it’s the best gift I ever could have received.”


“Bash… I don’t know what to say,” Kenna murmured. She pressed against him, pulling his hands to her heart. He looked down at her in the flickering candlelight. Her cheeks were flushed, and her lips were a deep pink. He noticed now that she was wearing the dress that he liked her best in—a deep yellow velvet that brought out the gold in her eyes. He remembered the last time she had worn it… and then when he’d taken it off her… and the lace garments she’d worn underneath.


Bash cradled her face in both his hands, and leaned down and kissed her. The kiss started off gently, his lips just barely touching hers. He let his fingers roam through her hair. They rested at the nape of her neck as the kiss became deeper… hungrier.


Kenna kissed him back, meeting desire with desire. His lips were on hers, then they trailed down, kissing her throat. He worked hard against her skin, enjoying the smell of her lilac perfume, the way she arched her back, pushing closer to him. He kissed that spot under her ear that he had discovered only last week… the one that always made her shiver in the very best way.


Kenna let out a small, helpless sigh. She held on to his shoulders as his lips tickled her skin. She ran her hands down his shirt, finding the hem and pushing under, up against the bare skin of his back. She kissed him again. Her tongue found his, her lips working urgently, making him forget.


Bash wound his hands through Kenna’s hair and pulled her closer to him, feeling her heart beating against his. He reached down and untied the sash of Kenna’s dress, undoing the knot right below her breasts. Remembering the buttons that had taken an agonizingly long time to undo the last time she had worn it, he instead pulled the dress over her head. As the fabric lifted off he heard a rip and a few quick pops. A shower of buttons rained down around them.


“Was that really necessary?” Kenna teased, a hand on her hip.


“What’s that? I couldn’t hear a word you said.…” Bash laughed, staring down at her. She was now wearing only her corset. Her waist was cinched tight. Her skin like satin in the candlelight.


Kenna smiled, then reached out and grabbed the front of his shirt. “I said, was that really necessary? You ruined my gown.”


“I’ll have it fixed for you,” he said as he tossed the dress onto a nearby chaise lounge. Then he reached around her back. He was already working on undoing her corset, his impatient fingers pulling at the strings that wound up her spine.


“I’ll say you will.” Kenna tried to sound stern, but the words gave way to a sigh of pleasure as he kissed her neck. She pulled Bash’s shirt over his head and threw it on the floor. Then she traced her hands over his broad shoulders, feeling the hard, knotted muscles beneath the skin. She loved his arms best. When he held her, she felt protected, safe.


“I can do anything. I’m the Master of Horse and Hunt,” Bash said, arching an eyebrow. Then he spun her around, holding on to her shoulder so he could get a better look at the corset strings. The top of her back was exposed. Half the lacing was undone. He reached down with his other hand, threading his fingers through, pulling the strings out to loosen them. He worked feverishly. As he undid the final string, he pulled the corset apart, taking it off over her head.


Kenna turned to him, resting against his bare chest. She smiled up at him. Bash pulled her closer, running his hands over her shoulders, the curve of the small of her back, her skin warm against his hands.…


He picked her up with both arms and carried her to the bed. She wrapped her hands around his neck. She felt so small, so light, as he held her. Then he eased her down onto their bed. She fell back. Their kisses were urgent. They were breathing in sync, their bodies pressed skin to skin, lost completely in the moment, in each other.…


Creak…


Kenna froze. She could have sworn she heard something. It was probably just a servant passing in front of the door, maybe the wind as it rattled the windows. She closed her eyes, pressing her lips against Bash’s again, but she couldn’t forget it. She propped herself up on her elbows, surveying the room in the candlelight.


“What?” he murmured, confused. His eyes were still unfocused with desire.


“I thought I heard…” Kenna mumbled. She looked at the windows, but they were still locked. The candles were still. Then she turned to the hall. Pascal was standing in the doorway, the door open just an inch. He was staring right at them, his expression a mixture of confusion and horror.


“Pascal!” Kenna gasped. Bash scrambled off the bed, and Kenna hurried to cover herself, grabbing the sheet and pulling it up in front of her. She could feel the heat in her cheeks. How long had the boy been standing there? What else had he seen? Did he know what they were doing? She took a step toward the door and saw that the boy didn’t look embarrassed—he looked frightened.


“There’s nothing to be scared of,” Kenna said, trying her best to sound calm and composed. She glanced around the room, noticing Bash’s shirt on the floor. She picked it up and quickly pulled it on over her head, making sure to keep her front covered.


When she looked back, Pascal had tears in his eyes. Kenna hated seeing him this way, hated knowing she had been the cause. She knew from her time with the boy that new things were too much for him. He had suffered so much in the past months, ever since he’d watched his family being slaughtered in front of him. He’d survived alone in the woods for days. He desperately needed order and stability—it was the only chance he had to recover from all that had happened.


“Please, don’t be upset,” Bash tried. “It’s all right.…”


But Pascal just shook his head. He turned, taking a step away. Then he started into a run, his footsteps echoing in the stone hall.


“Pascal!” Kenna called after him, grabbing her dress from the floor and stepping into it. She tried to pull it on, but it was no use; the buttons were all torn off. “It’s all right! Please come back!”


But when she finally got to the door, Pascal was gone, the sound of his footsteps growing fainter as he turned down another corridor.
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