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  Dedication




  ~~For my girls: Caitlin, Chrystan, and Cara—My Warrior Women. I love you~~




  ~~Author’s Note to Readers~~




  Dear Readers,




  My heroes have always been warriors.




  A warrior is not defined by gender, age, or race. Neither the size of the bicep nor swing of a sword. A warrior’s true mettle lies in the heart and the mind. Both willing to give all so that others need not. A true warrior does not question but acts on behalf of others and surrenders willingly to honor no matter the price.




  Where would we be without the warriors?




  Chapter 1




  She was ugly. It was a fact she had accepted years ago. In a village with beautiful fair-haired maidens, Willow stuck out like the proverbial sore thumb. While the beauties boasted blond hair and either blue or green eyes, she endured dirt-brown hair with mud-brown eyes to match. No one ever pointed out her shortcomings. But they were obvious, and she caught the looks of pity several times.




  The beauties of the village were tall and slim. Their faces unblemished. Their blond hair straight and fine as silk. Beautiful wide eyes with varying shades of blue and green. Small, slim noses that showcased perfect rosebud mouths.




  Willow was curvy with a snub nose and freckles smattered across her cheeks. Her hair curled this way and that with no regard to her ministrations. And her mouth? Heavens. It was slightly crooked. Another cross to bear for an exceedingly unattractive female. Yet another difference in Willow and every other female within miles.




  And even though she approached thirty rapidly, she had never dated. Never been asked. The men in the village were nice to her. Accepted her. But none wanted her for a mate. Or, heaven forbid, to be the mother of their children.




  So Willow kept her father’s house. Helped the children with homework. Scrubbed the walkway. Kept the garden. And longed for someone, anyone, to see past her looks. The obvious imperfection stamped quite clearly on her. But the years melted into one another and nothing changed. Her hair didn’t suddenly straighten. The pounds didn’t melt off.




  Willow watched her friends marry and move to start homes of their own. And if the loneliness ate at her, she didn’t show it. Always smiling. Teasing with her father and her friends. Even when the smile didn’t reach her mud-brown eyes.




  * * * *




  Willow cooked breakfast with a single-minded purpose. She refused to think about her last classmate and her recent marriage. Or another classmate and her pregnancy. It was all about the bacon and eggs this morning. And then homemade biscuits. Her father already worked the fields this morning. He would feed the livestock and then begin plowing the fields. But in the midst of it, he would come back home and partake of breakfast.




  They would talk of inconsequential things. The crops. The animals. But not one word would be spoken about her inadequacies. Or the fact that her father would never have a grandchild to bounce on his knee.




  Willow paused for a moment and rested her hand on one of the rough-hewn chairs at the kitchen table. Her father’s handiwork. As was the large table. His calloused hands that brought home food everyday were skilled artisan’s hands. The entire village bought her father’s woodwork to place in their homes.




  How much more of a disappointment could she be? No beau. And her only skills were in the kitchen. No crafting. She couldn’t knit to save her life. The village beauties could sew, sing, and still make a delicious meal.




  Willow grimaced and punched the dough with unnecessary force. Damn it all, anyway! She could stand the disappointment, but she hated to see the loss in her father’s eyes. Undesirable Willow. A daughter who could never give him a grandchild. Willow was still a puzzle to him. Her mother, the fairest of the fair. Her father, a handsome blond man with rippling muscles. And from that blessed union came...her. Hardly seemed fair.




  Her mother. Willow ceased movement while her mind raced over her mother’s fair visage. How she missed her. Longed to be held by her. But never again. A strange sickness spread through her mother when she was only a toddler. Her father had taken her mother to an apothecary. Willow stayed with friends while he was gone.




  And her father eventually came home. But not with her mother. And even though Willow was only three at the time, she had wept and ached with the knowledge that her mother was forever lost. Never to stroke her hair or whisper her love again.




  So her father wrapped her with love as tightly as he could. He tried to be both parents. And Willow loved him dearly for it. But they both felt her mother’s absence daily. And even though they continued their lives, they only half-lived.




  Willow shaped her biscuits carefully and slid them into the oven. She pulled her hair back again and growled as yet another dark tendril escaped. Seriously, was it too much to ask for some semblance of order with her hair?




  A knock sounded, and she blew out a breath and went to answer it. Willow swung it open, and her jaw dropped.




  “Colton!” Willow’s hands went automatically to her hair where she attempted to pat it down.




  “Willow.” He snatched one of her hands and kissed the back of it.




  The blush crept into her cheeks even as her heart raced. There was no finer man in all her village. Colton stood well over six feet tall with corded muscles honed from working the fields. His blond hair pulled back with a strip of leather that Willow itched to take from his hair. And eyes of the clearest blue that could melt a maiden’s heart at twenty paces.




  He wore simple work attire from the fields. Brown britches and a tan shirt with leather laces that started at mid-chest. And, of course, Colton’s ties were undone.




  Willow’s mouth went dry at the glorious picture of golden hair sprinkled across his tan, firm body.




  “Willow?”




  She shook her head to clear it, and pasted a smile on her face. “Yes, Colton? What can I do for you?”




  He lifted his nose and sniffed the air appreciatively. “I’ve come to beg for breakfast.”




  Willow’s lips twitched. “You’re shameless.” She arched an eyebrow. “Settle down with a maiden, and you wouldn’t have to be on my doorstep begging for homemade biscuits.”




  “You wound me, Willow.” Colton grabbed his chest and grinned. “Where would I find another maiden with your skills in the kitchen? Any other would fail miserably.”




  “Flatterer.” She grinned in pleasure. “Get in here and help me finish preparing the plates. Father will be here directly.”




  Willow watched as Colton grabbed the plates from the cupboard and put them down. Then he set the table with practiced ease. Most mornings she would find him on her doorstep. And her heart would leap every time. Colton’s mother had also become sick. Another trip to the apothecary. But Colton’s mother never returned. He and his father rarely spoke. And they certainly never took a meal together.




  More than half the young ladies in the village would be more than willing to share breakfast, and several other things, with the handsome man who sat at her table now. And even though he made her heart race, Willow knew that only she felt the quickening of heat. Colton was oblivious. A painful realization anytime she was in his company. But at least he never made promises that he failed to keep. Or pretended interest when there was none. Colton was a good, honest man. Now. If only he would fall helplessly in love with her.




  Willow chuckled and bent to take the biscuits out of the oven. Her father walked through the door two minutes later. He set his hat on the table by the door and greeted Colton enthusiastically. The men clasped arms and grinned at each other.




  “I should have known you would be here this morning. Enjoying my daughter’s fine cooking.”




  “There’s none finer, sir.” Colton waited for her father to sit before he did.




  Willow looked at the two men at the table, and her heartstrings tugged painfully. She pulled herself together with an effort and served them both. As soon as their plates were full, she made her plate and sat between the two.




  They filled the time with conversations of crops and business. Willow listened with half an ear while she imagined what her and Colton’s children would look like. She chided herself gently. At least in her mind, they were perfect together. And no one could peer in there and call her daydreams foolish.




  The men finished eating and pushed back from the table.




  Colton patted his flat stomach and groaned. “You spoil me, Willow.”




  “You think your silver tongue will pave the way for another breakfast invite?” Willow grinned and put her hands on her hips. “You really are shameless.”




  “Maybe.” Colton winked and stood. He bowed to her father and then once again placed a kiss on the back of her hand. “Always a pleasure, Willow.”




  She watched him leave and her eyes followed after him through the front window until she could no longer see him. Willow sighed before she could catch herself.




  “You could tell him how you feel.” Her father’s voice broke gently into her thoughts.




  Willow turned and smiled brightly. “And scare the hell out of him? No thanks.” She blew out a breath. “This is the way it’s supposed to be for us. He’ll find a beauty before long. And then I’ll be nothing but a memory of a good meal.” She shrugged.




  “I hate this for you, love.” Her father stood and took her in his arms. “There is naught wrong with you. You are a generous soul. A capable woman. You are everything a man could possibly desire in a mate.”




  She watched three women walk hand-in-hand down the dirt road. The sun glinted off their perfect blond heads and seemed to illuminate their beauty.




  “Not everything.”




  * * * *




  The next morning a rider interrupted everyone’s breakfast. He tore through the main road of their village at a breakneck speed. His goal was obviously the castle that lay fifteen miles to the west. Many heads popped out of windows and watched the rider stir up dust in his wake. And a tremor of fear passed through them. Whatever the news, it didn’t bode well for them or their kingdom.




  Willow’s eyes followed the rider until he passed from sight. She didn’t realize her hand was pressed tightly to her throat, or her heart beat frantically in her chest. Somehow, she knew their lives would never be the same. It was a feeling that clung to her like a second skin.




  She moved back to her stove and took the bread out. She would ask her father when he returned from the fields this evening. He would know what was happening. And maybe she could calm the fear building inside her.




  Willow went about her chores the rest of the day with a heavy heart that didn’t lighten any as the sun set slowly in the sky. Dinner grew cold, and her heart skittered with fear at what the delay for her father meant. Finally, she had enough.




  She picked up her shawl and threw it over her shoulders. There was no way she would simply wait in her home while something monumental happened. Willow squared her shoulders and waved at the other women who haunted their windows. But none of them stepped out with her. A fact which didn’t surprise her in the least. The village women were followers, not leaders. And Willow didn’t exactly fit into any mold, anyway.




  A light burned brightly in the lodge’s windows ahead. She could make out shadows moving about. And a tall shadow that stood and spoke while she could barely see the heads of her people as they sat and listened.




  Willow knew it would be tricky. Women weren’t allowed in the lodge. A fact which irked the hell out of her, but it was tradition. Maybe she could just eavesdrop from the door. At least try to find out what was going on. And if there was danger ahead for her people.




  She crept closer to the front door and stooped down a bit to nestle her ear against the wood. The words were still muffled, and she grimaced at the failure. Willow stooped down lower and pressed her ear harder to the wood. And that’s when it happened.




  The door swung open.




  She scrambled to her feet at the large gasp that filled the room. Willow smoothed down her light blue dress and tried to smile.




  “I was worried.”




  “Willow! No!” Her father buried his face in his hands and shook with the force of his sobs.




  She moved forward to comfort him when she felt a hand on her shoulder. Willow looked up and frowned.




  He was dark as night. His visage a map of cruel lines and hard planes. The onyx eyes burrowed into her, and his grip tightened. His raven hair pulled back from his harsh face with a piece of leather. He wore black leather pants and a black jerkin with ties that wound down his chest and up both sides. The large black boots shone brightly in the room’s light.




  “Let me go!” She struggled against his grip and found she couldn’t wrestle away. Willow stilled, and her eyes sparked. “Tell me what is going on here. I demand it.”




  The stranger’s eyes darkened. “You demand nothing, sparrow.”




  Willow’s cheeks flushed at his words. “I may be a sparrow, but I will not be treated as less than human.” Her eyes measured him and narrowed. “Release me now.”




  “As you wish.”




  Suddenly she was free. Willow raced to her father’s side and put her arms around him. “It’s okay, father,” she whispered. “It’s all right. I’m sorry to embarrass you. I swear it won’t happen again. But come home. Come home and tell me everything will be all right.”




  “Willow.” Her father shuddered and touched her hair softly. “My light. I’m so sorry.” Tears streamed down his cheeks as he pulled her to him and crushed her in a hug.




  The fear came back as she struggled to stand with him but could not. And then she realized that none of the men stood. None attempted to aid her. And that scared her more than anything. She caught and held Colton’s gaze. He was trapped. His eyes tried to send her a message, but she didn’t understand any of it.




  “What have you done?” she turned and demanded of the stranger. Her brown eyes blazed. “You have no right to hold them like this. Release them!”




  The stranger moved towards her with a single-minded purpose. His black eyes pinned her. He stopped mere inches from her. “You fear not for yourself?”




  “I fear for my people.” Willow stood still as the stranger halted close enough that she could see a fine scar above his left eye. She told herself not to run. Not to break his gaze.




  “As you should.” The stranger looked out at the crowd of men. “These cannot help me. These males. Or the other females in the village. But you...” Once again his eyes found hers. “You are the one.”




  “I’m the one for what?”




  “To come with me.”




  Her father’s sobs tore at her heart, and she still didn’t understand what the stranger had done to her people.




  “Release my people and explain yourself.” Her words were measured though her heart beat frantically.




  The stranger studied her, but said not one word.




  “Release them, or I will not go.” She blocked out her father calling her name. She blocked out the fear clawing at her throat. No matter the price, she would save them.




  “You demand much, sparrow.”




  “My name is Willow.” She stuck her chin up. “And you have not released them.”




  “Do you not even care about the danger you place yourself in? The harm that may come to you?” His voice was soft and menacing in the stillness of the room.




  Those dark eyes probed hers. Willow remained silent.




  “Very well.” The stranger sighed. “I knew being saddled with a female would test my patience.”




  “Saddled?” Willow snorted. “Charming,” she muttered.




  “I am not charming, sparrow. Not even close,” he growled. “Don’t ever make the mistake of thinking I am. And yes, you will come with me. You will save your people and mine. Only the chosen one would come to aid her people.” He motioned to the front door. “We have waited for the one. You are she.”




  “Because I’m nosy?” Willow sighed this time. “Great.” She could have sworn she saw a smile almost form on the stranger’s face. And then it was gone.




  “Because you came. Because you had the strength and bravery to seek out what was wrong. To aid if needed. I have stilled the men for this purpose.” He waved at the crowd of men before him. “Only the chosen one would come. And that is you, sparrow.”




  “Willow,” she corrected automatically. Her mind raced over the facts, and she frowned. “What is so terrible that you would seek out a woman to join you? Why are there not knights and warriors scouring the land to rid us of this plague? What say you?”




  “I say you have a brain in your head, sparrow.” The stranger took in a deep breath. “A sleeping sickness has claimed my lands. My people. And it has spread here. Your king and queen sleep the deep sleep now. And it won’t be long before all the villages and the people in them do, also.”




  Willow couldn’t help the horrified gasp that escaped her lips. The sleeping sickness. She tried to clear her thoughts. “And what good is a woman in this fight? Am I to accompany you and make breakfast whilst you fight? Groom your horse and tend your clothes?”




  The stranger made a choking sound that could have been loosely mistaken for rusty laughter. He shook his head after a moment. “You are to fight, small one. Beside me. As the prophecy foretells.”




  “Let me guess.” Willow sighed. “It said something about an ugly woman that no one wants accompanying a man with no sense of humor whatsoever?”




  “Willow!” Her father’s shocked voice rang out in the stillness in the room.




  “Well, really, Father!” Willow put her hands on her hips. “How in the hell am I supposed to believe that I can stop this? I am unremarkable.” She watched the stranger closely. “You will tell me of this prophecy.”




  “Later.”




  Her brown eyes widened at the curt tone and short word. “You’re incredibly rude.”




  “And you’re incredibly nosy, sparrow. Ready your gear. We leave in an hour.” He strode from the room with a magnetic force that couldn’t be denied. As soon as he cleared the doorway, the men in the room erupted.




  “He will not take you!” Colton ran up to her and hugged her tightly. “We will rid this village of this stranger. And then we will check on our king and queen.” He kissed the top of Willow’s head.




  Well hell. If it took a prophecy to have Colton’s arms around her, and his lips on her, then it couldn’t be all bad.




  “Willow!” Her father’s arms encompassed her. “You should not have come.” His words muffled through the thickness of his tears.




  Willow held her father for a minute before she stepped back. “This stranger told you what happened, didn’t he? And what would happen if I did not accompany him?”




  “Yes.” Colton looked away.




  “Then I’ll ready my gear.”




  “Willow!” Her father’s anguished cries tore at her. “I will not lose you.”




  “Father.” She stroked his cheek with her fingers and brushed away the tears. “You will never lose me. But I feel the need to start this quest. To rid our lands of the sickness that even now threatens our kingdom. Would you have me do less?”




  The men in the room moved forward one at a time and placed a kiss on her cheek, giving their blessing in the small gesture. Several wiped away tears. Willow took their blessings and felt fortified in the knowledge that her choice was the right one.




  Colton came last. Tears ran unchecked down his face.




  Willow ran her thumb across his wet cheek. “You will find another to cook breakfast for you, Colton.” She pulled him to her. “Take care of my father,” she whispered.




  He nodded stiltedly and left the room. The other men followed with slumped shoulders and heavy hearts.




  Willow studied her father in silence.




  “You don’t know who the stranger is. What he is capable of.” Her father clenched his fists. “He controlled us with his mind. He is unknown. Dangerous. And I do not want my daughter to go with him.”




  “You daughter is fully grown,” she gently chided. “With a heart and mind that knows what must be done. And a need to right what is wrong in our world. Honor me, Father. Let me go.”




  His arms crushed her to him and held tightly. Willow inhaled the earthy scent of her father and imprinted it deep inside herself. She pulled back slowly and kissed his cheek with all the reverence she felt in her heart.




  “I love you, Father.”




  “I love you, too, Willow.”




  She watched him leave. He shuffled as if he bore the weight of the world on his shoulders. As soon as he left the building, she took a deep, steadying breath.




  “You honor them all, sparrow.” The stranger stepped out of the shadows and moved stealthily towards her.




  Her heart jumped at his approach. “I obviously need to bell you.” She placed her hand against her heart.




  “Have you said your goodbyes? To the golden one and your father?”




  Willow’s mouth tightened. “Obviously you know I have. And if you would quit lurking in the shadows, I would like that just fine.”




  “Your like is not my concern.”




  “Gee.” Willow’s tone rang heavy with sarcasm. “You’re such great company. This ought to be all sorts of fun.”




  Chapter 2




  Willow’s ass was sore. Followed closely by her legs. And then her arms. She and the stranger traveled relentlessly for hours on horseback. The suns rays began to branch across the ground when the stranger stopped.




  “We rest.”




  “Well, thank God.” Willow dismounted clumsily and tried to steady her wobbling legs. She hobbled and led her mare to the creek to drink. A shadow fell across her, and she looked up at the stranger.




  “You don’t complain.” The warrior uttered the words with respect.




  Willow lifted her head and glared. “Of course I don’t. Even though my ass is so sore that I can’t conceive of resting it on anything right now.” She sighed. “What is your name? And how do you come to hold the minds and bodies of men still?”




  “No complainer. But always the questions, sparrow.”




  “Especially since the only sound I’ve had for company has been my own breath.” She blinked at him and waited.




  “I am Tait. Warrior of my people. Gifted with abilities that mere mortals do not have.”




  Willow’s eyes widened. “Then couldn’t you have forced me to come anyway?”




  “Free will, sparrow.”




  “Willow,” she corrected. “Can’t you call me by my given name?”




  “Willow.”




  The husky tones moved along her skin, and she shivered. “Or maybe you could just stick with ‘sparrow’ for now.”




  His laughter surprised them both. “Do you not like the sound of your name on my lips, sparrow? Does it bother you?”




  “It shivers me.” Willow met his dark stare frankly. “Though I don’t understand why.”




  “There is power in a name, small one.” He broke her gaze and began to tend to his mount.




  “Will you tell me the prophecy now?”




  Tait’s hands stilled. “You are not ready.”




  “I asked, didn’t I?” Willow frowned. “Am I supposed to be a sacrifice or something?”




  “Why do you think yourself ugly?” Tait turned and watched her face.




  Willow started at the question and held up her hands. “Never mind. Keep the prophecy to yourself, warrior. I care not.”




  “It’s a simple question, sparrow.” Tait moved closer and stood over her with his body forming a shadow to block the sun from her eyes. “And you’ve done nothing but bombard me with them since we met.”




  She stood and lifted her chin. “You’ve obviously seen the people of my village. The women are beautiful. The men surpass handsome.” Willow touched her hair and ran her hands down her body to her hips. “I am plain. Unremarkable. A fact I’ve accepted for years.” She touched her mouth and allowed herself a smile. “And my mouth is crooked.”




  Tait’s dark gaze rested on her mouth, and his eyes darkened. Willow felt trapped beneath those dark eyes. Feelings she didn’t recognize flooded her body. Heat swamped her, and her limbs felt lethargic. Her brown eyes widened in shock.




  Tait turned quickly. “Your mouth is fine, sparrow.” His gruff voice washed over her, and her flesh quivered.




  “Have you been practicing your magic on me?” Willow rubbed her hands over her arms to dispel the uncomfortable feelings that still moved through her body.




  The warrior stood stock-still. Then he turned back around and pinned her with ebony eyes. “The magic you feel is not of my making, sparrow. Not purposefully. I will not wield my power against you. You and I will work together. And then we may both go back to our lives.” He walked stiffly over and began to pick up wood for a fire.




  “I’m sorry.” Willow walked over. She touched his arm softly. His low growl startled her. She pulled back and frowned. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”




  Tait stood and faced her with his arms full of wood. “You don’t know your own power, woman.” He shook his head. “You and your innocence will be the death of me.”




  She snorted. “I have no power, imbecile.”




  He studied her silently for a moment. “Ah.” He nodded. “So that is how it is. You long for the golden one.” Tait’s eyebrows arched. “You long for several things.” His voice broke off at the last word.




  “Get out of my damn head!” Willow walked over and stomped on his foot as hard as she could. “Honestly! So much for not using your magic on me. You arrogant ass!” She crossed her arms over her chest. Color rose high in her cheeks. “People keep their thoughts in their head because they’re safe. You don’t have the right to sift through them and read them at will.”




  “I apologize, sparrow.” Tait set the wood down and pulled his boot off to rub his toes. “It’s a mistake I won’t make again.”




  “I bet,” she bit out.




  The trees suddenly rustled as the wind picked up. The breeze blew about Willow, and she held her arms out to embrace it. It called to her. She threw her head back and closed her eyes. Willow blocked out Tait. Blocked out the pain of leaving her father. Rode the strength of the wind. It died out gradually, and she opened her eyes.




  Tait watched her with hooded eyes. “You know a bit of magic yourself, sparrow.”




  “You talk nonsense.”




  The warrior’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline. “Nonsense?” he repeated. His face darkened ominously. “I know a bit more about magic than you do, Sparrow. Never forget it. And yes,” his dark gaze pinned her, “you have magic.” He looked about the forest floor until his eyes spied a rabbit ten feet to Willow’s left. It was partially hidden behind an emerald green fern.




  “Call him to you,” he commanded.




  Willow snorted and turned. “Here bunny bunny.” She stooped and crooked her fingers toward the furry creature.




  Tait growled. “Not with you mouth. With your mind.”




  “Of course.” Willow’s smile was tight. “Why didn’t I think of that?” She rolled her eyes and then focused on the tips of the rabbit’s brown ears. Hear me, forest creature. Come to me. Willow waited for a second before she attempted to stand and rip into the warrior for making fun of her. But she didn’t have the chance. The brown bunny with the white star on his forehead hopped forward eagerly and waited at her knees. His nose twitched, and his whiskers brushed lightly against her dress. She bent and ran her hand along his silky fur with trembling fingers.




  Her mouth dropped open at the implicit trust. And the knowledge that she somehow controlled the rabbit such as the warrior controlled her people.




  “He’d make a fine stew.”




  Willow yelped sharply at the words which broke the spell the rabbit was under. He sprinted back into the forest, and Tait sighed. She stood, furious, and poked him in the chest.




  “Don’t you ever have me call a creature to his death. Do you understand me? Never!” Willow’s chest heaved with emotion, and her brown eyes sparked angrily. “Just because you might be a slipshod hunter, it doesn’t give you the right to use me.”




  Tait growled low, and his black eyes devoured her furiously. “I am a warrior, sparrow. The likes of which you have no definition for. I did not use you to call game to us. I proved a point. Think over that while I find food for us.” He nodded stiffly and walked into the forest.




  “Damn it,” Willow muttered. She rubbed her hands over her arms and tried to put her life into perspective. She was traveling partner to a warrior with amazing abilities. She could call forest creatures to her. And she was so completely out of her element that she wanted to cry.




  Willow stiffened her backbone and drew in a deep breath. Where would she be now at home? Making biscuits? Waiting to see if Colton would darken her doorway? She had a chance to help people. Restore her kingdom.




  She looked around to make sure no one watched her and then looked high into the fir beside her. A squirrel twitched on one of the highest branches. Willow closed her eyes and beckoned it silently. When she opened her eyes, he was mere inches from her hand. She reached out and stroked the creature with care. She would not call a creature to its death, but maybe she could work on her simple power. Find a way to be useful to the grim warrior.




  “Your face betrays you, sparrow. Do you regret your decision?”




  Willow started, and the squirrel leapt back to the tree and scampered back into the safe haven of the higher branches.




  “No.” Willow stood slowly and looked at the meat that Tait had already skinned. It was clearly rabbit. She held her hand to her throat and met the warrior’s eyes. “Is that...”




  “No, sparrow. You don’t know these hares.” He shook his head and turned to place the spitted animals above the fire.




  “I know you think me a simple creature,” Willow said to Tait’s back as he walked back to the clearing.




  “I think you anything but simple, sparrow.” He turned suddenly and trapped her with those midnight eyes.




  She stopped and studied him in silence. The warrior was frightening to behold. Well over six feet with muscles that rippled with every step. A face that knew too much and was cruel with knowledge. And eyes that could strip her down to her very bones. But she wasn’t frightened. And that brought her comfort. And a bit of fear.




  “What other powers do I have?”




  “We will see.” Tait lowered himself upon a large rock and settled his weight. He cocked his head to the side and swept his eyes over her body from head to toe.




  Willow blushed but did not move as she thought his gaze lingered on the swell of her breasts beneath the thin dress she wore.




  “You have an affinity for elements and animals. But that won’t save you in a fight, sparrow.” He pulled the sword he kept behind his back and offered it to her. “You need to defend yourself.”




  Willow cocked an eyebrow but moved forward to take the heavy blade from his hands. It promptly dropped into the dirt. A hairs-breadth away from his right foot.




  “Oh hell,” she muttered.




  Tait easily scooped the sword up and replaced it behind his back. “Indeed.” He walked to his horse and took out a bow. Then he removed an arrow from its quiver. “Try this.”




  Willow’s eyes widened. She rubbed her hands together nervously. “You really are taking your life into your own hands here.”




  Tait shrugged and held out the weaponry. She sighed and took it. “I don’t even know how to shoot one of these things.”




  He placed the bow in her hand and moved behind her. Tait fitted the front of his body to her back and moved his arms around hers. Willow flushed hotly as she could feel every inch of him next to her. It left her flustered and unable to concentrate on the task at hand.




  “You hold the bow with care.” Tait manipulated her hands so she gripped the wood with white knuckles.




  Her heart raced as he moved into her again and placed the arrow against the bow. His hard thighs nudged against her hip bone.




  “Now.”




  Tait’s breath across her hair sent shivers down her spine, and Willow fought to stay composed as feelings swamped her again. She felt her breasts tighten against her dress, and she struggled to maintain some semblance of normalcy when all she wanted was to move closer to the dark warrior. Or very, very far away.




  “You’re too tense, sparrow.”




  The warrior’s breath tickled her ear, and Willow clamped down hard on her emotions. “You think?” she muttered.




  “Relax.” Tait’s voice deepened. “Be one with the arrow. Guide its flight. Relax, sparrow.”




  She tried to obey the edict and met with trouble. Her blood still rushed through her veins at a dizzying speed, and she couldn’t compose herself sufficiently. But she nodded as if she were in control.




  “Good.” The one word moved over her skin, and she fought against the tremble it incited.




  Tait’s hand caressed hers for a moment before he spoke again. “Let fly.”




  Willow let go of the arrow, but it didn’t land anywhere remotely where she wanted it to. It flew in an arc above the trees and landed with a thud somewhere deep inside the forest.




  “Well.” She tried to smile. “All the birds will obviously live in fear.” Willow lowered the bow and nodded her head. And then she felt it. A rumbling behind her that shook her in its intensity. She turned quickly, and her jaw dropped.




  The warrior fought not to laugh. His dark eyes sparkled with obvious amusement at her dilemma. Tait had his hands on his hips, and his lips twitched.




  “You laugh at me?” Willow put her own hands on her hips and fought against an answering smile. “Doesn’t that beat all? All I had to do was make a complete idiot of myself for you to actually smile.”




  Tait sobered up in an instant. “You are not an idiot, sparrow. Nor unattractive. Nor unskilled. You know not your own worth.”




  “I see myself clearly, warrior.” Willow met his eyes unflinchingly. “A simple maiden. Unskilled in all but the making of biscuits. But obviously curious enough to wander where I shouldn’t have and that has led me here. To you.”




  “Aye, sparrow. It has. And I thank all that is good that you are by my side.”




  Willow blushed at his frank appraisal. “You flatter me.” Her lips twitched. “And there’s no need. I’m already here. You’re stuck with me.”




  Tait reached out, as if to touch her, but brought his hand back at the last minute. He turned toward the fire. “I believe our dinner is done, sparrow. Come join me by the fire.”




  She followed him to the little circle of stones. The horses grazed contentedly just outside the circle where she and Tait sat. The warrior took the spit and sat it down beside him to cool while he reached into a saddlebag for something. He produced some sort of light brown bread which he promptly broke in half and handed to Willow.




  “Thank you.” She smiled and took a bite. A soft, buttery flavor burst upon her tongue. “Oh!” Her brown eyes widened in surprise and pleasure. “What is this?”




  “Warrior’s bread, sparrow.” Tait’s eyes watched her face closely. “What does it taste like to you?”




  Willow shut her eyes and smiled. “It’s soft and light. Buttery. Flaky.” She opened her eyes quickly. “Can you tell me how to make it?”




  Tait snickered and took a bite. “No one in your village would like it.”




  “Why not?” She frowned and took another bite. “It’s delicious.”




  “To you.” Tait watched her face as she took the information in. “Not all like the taste of warrior’s bread.” He continued to watch her expressive eyes. “In fact, none but warriors will eat it.”




  Willow’s jaw dropped, and Tait moved forward to gently pick it up. “Isn’t that amazing, sparrow?”




  “I don’t believe it,” she whispered. “I’m no warrior.”




  Tait sighed. “So you continually tell me.” He picked up the meat and touched it lightly. Then he handed a bit to her and took some for himself.




  “You lead a strange life, warrior.” Willow took a bite of the meat and chewed thoughtfully. “Are there others such as you?”




  He shrugged. “Some are like me, sparrow. But none are as skilled. Nor as swift.”




  She smiled at his complete lack of modesty. “Tell me how your village came to know the sleeping sickness.” Willow took another bite and gazed at the dark warrior in front of her.




  Tait’s dark eyes clouded over, and his jaw tightened. “A traveling show. There were musicians and magicians. Dancing ladies. All the makings of a fair. Our leaders thought it a great idea after we trained so hard.” He paused. “My village is primarily warriors. There are a few women though not many. After our training, the men are in need of recreation.”




  Willow blushed and grinned.




  Tait grinned back. “Aye, sparrow. So the leaders thought that the fair would be perfect.” His grin faded. “I wasn’t in the mood for a fair. I still had a bit of training to do. So I left the village and hiked into the forest where I spent the next three days in solitude. When I returned...” He trailed off.




  “What?” Willow prompted softly.




  “The village was a shambles.” Tait rubbed his hand over his face as if to erase the memory. “All but three of the warriors slept the deep sleep. All the women, the few that we had, also slept. My mother and her husband were gone. The coffers were pillaged. Every thing of worth stripped from our people. And when I asked the warriors that were still conscious what happened, they told me of a wine that dulled their senses and food that tasted sweet but contained the sleeping sickness.”




  “Oh, Tait!” Willow brushed away a tear. “I’m so sorry!”




  The warrior looked at her and nodded. “I swore then that I would find these miscreants and reverse the sickness. Save our people.” He sighed. “I had hoped the king and queen would not have been infected, but the hope was in vain.” Tait turned and looked at Willow. “Our kingdom is being raped. And you and I, sparrow, are its only hope.”




  “I know of the sleeping sickness,” she whispered.




  Tait moved so swiftly he was simply a blur as he knelt down beside her. “What do you know, sparrow?”




  “My mother contracted it.” The words almost stuck in her dry throat. “My father took her to an apothecary far away. It seemed he was gone for weeks. And when he came back,” Willow swallowed the hard lump in her throat, “he told me that my mother was gone.” She fought back the tears at the bitter memory. Her father had looked haggard, his face etched in lines that hadn’t been there before. And she, just a small child who didn’t quite comprehend that one of her parents would never kiss her goodnight again.




  The warrior took her cold hand in his and rubbed it gently. “I am sorry for you loss, little one.”




  The heat from his hand warmed hers with a strength that flowed throughout her body. Willow smiled a watery smile and withdrew her hand. “Thank you.” She felt oddly bereft at the loss of contact.




  The warrior moved back to his seat and glanced at the sky. The morning sun shone brightly and illuminated the area they dwelled in. “We will sleep during the day and travel at night only. It’s nearly three days to my village at a hard pace. And even longer in the direction the fair left in. We are behind, sparrow. And I will not have it.”




  Willow shuddered at the stark vow. She tried to smile. “Kind of held you up, haven’t I?”




  Those dark eyes pinned her. Looked into her soul. “For you, sparrow, I would have waited a lifetime.”




  Chapter 3




  Willow tried to talk to the warrior more, but he simply shook his head and packed up their supplies. Then he moved a few feet into the forest and erected a small structure with soft green and silver leaves on the bottom and a canopy of limbs from the nearest pine trees. The limbs bent inward and sheltered the area as if a small roof.




  “Do even the trees bend to your will, warrior?” Willow asked smartly as she settled herself in the cool shade of the branches. She smoothed out her light blue dress and slid off her shoes.




  “They are very wise, sparrow.” The warrior arched an eyebrow and looked pointedly at her. “It’s a lesson that some do not take so quickly.”




  Willow threw back her head and laughed. Small birds chirped overhead as if in chorus, and dozens of butterflies flew about her as if enjoying the sound of her laughter. She shook her head ruefully. “I’ve never been accused of being slow, warrior.”




  “Not slow, sparrow. Stubborn.” His lips twitched. “It’s a trait I instantly recognized as I am gifted with it myself.”




  “I believe you have two or three people’s share, warrior.” Willow arched an eyebrow as if daring him to rebuke the claim.




  Tait held his hands up and grinned down at her. “Truce. My manhood demands a respite.”




  “A brief one,” she agreed and then yawned loudly. “I’m sorry.” Willow grimaced. “That was rather rude.”




  “Sleep, sparrow.” The warrior’s voice gentled. “I will make sure that no one accosts us during the day hours.”




  “But you need to rest!” Willow almost stood, but Tait leaned down and pushed gently on her shoulders. “I will tend to myself, small one. And I will cast a small spell so that none will approach our site. But your body needs to replenish itself.”




  Willow yawned again and let him lay her gently back down on the silvery leaves. She closed her eyes and thought she felt a gentle brush across her brow before sleep claimed her.




  * * * *




  Willow started at the loud noise. She moaned softly and opened her eyes. The sun was dying in the sky, and the ghostly moon already appeared as a shadow. She looked around and noticed that Tait had readied the horses and appeared to be packing up all the supplies. Willow lay there for a moment and just looked at him.




  Whereas the men in her village were fair, the warrior was dark as night. His muscled body moved with the certainty of knowing what it was capable of. And that was plenty, she was sure. The small scrap of leather that bound his hair called to her. She wanted to loose the locks from their prison. To touch the raven hair.




  Willow’s hand curled tightly into itself. That was not all she wanted to touch. The moon shone softly on Tait’s harsh features. The lines by his mouth caressed by its silvery light. The full lips that muttered as he worked. He was beautiful in a dangerous, predatory way. And as different as Colton as day and night.




  “Have you memorized me yet, sparrow?” The dry words filtered over to her even as his back was still turned, and Willow blushed.




  “I was making sure your spell held, and some thief had not come to spirit away our horses,” she said pertly. Willow stood and brushed pine needles from her dress. Her hair became unbound during her sleep, and she scowled as she realized she had nothing to untangle it with. Well, she supposed she could look at the villains and turn them to stone with her visage.




  Willow bit her lip and walked toward the warrior. “I must walk into the forest for a moment.” She tried not to sound like a three-year-old. “And I hoped you had something to untangle my hair with.”




  Tait turned slowly and looked at her. If possible, the lines in his face tightened even more. She held up her hand. “I’m sorry! You didn’t mention sleeping in the leaves with pine needles.”




  “Go to the forest, small one.” Tait’s voice was gruff. “But not very far. I will fix your hair upon your return.” The warrior turned his back to her once more and cinched the horse in front of him.




  “Yes, oh lord and master,” Willow mumbled as she stomped off just past her forest bed. “Anything you wish, oh mighty one.” She rolled her eyes and told herself to quit being such a spiteful individual, but it wasn’t working. One look from the warrior, and she felt out-of-sorts and edgy once again.




  Willow relieved herself and walked directly back to the campsite. All the supplies were already loaded, and she admired the warrior’s efficiency. He was extremely useful, but not the most sensitive. But then again, who ever heard of a sensitive warrior? She sighed, and the warrior turned from his task of burying their refuse in the dirt.




  “Did you not sleep well, sparrow?” The warrior stood and walked over to her. His mere presence towered over her, and she had to keep from craning her neck upwards to look in his eyes. She trained her eyes on his fine chest. “I slept fine, warrior. But about this hair...” She touched the brown tangles and frowned.




  “I had not thought you a vain woman, sparrow.” The warrior cocked his head to the side and studied her. She lifted her head, and her eyes flashed. “This is a new side of you.”




  “For your information, I am not vain,” she bit out. “I would simply like to be able to travel about without scaring the hell out of every other living creature. I’m only concerned about the welfare of others.” She crossed her arms over her chest as if daring him to refute her.




  “Ah.” The dark eyes moved over her hair again, and he brought his hand up to catch an errant curl. “Well. If this is for the people, I don’t see why I can’t be of service.” He tugged gently. “Come sit with me, sparrow.”




  Willow let him lead her to his rock seat again and watched as he sat on it. “Now turn around and scoot back a bit.” She obediently turned and walked backwards two steps. She was immediately trapped between his hard thighs.




  Her breath left her in a heartbeat, and she struggled to find the next one. She had never once been in such close proximity to a male. The heat of his body found hers, and Willow flushed hotly as the blood raced through her veins. The dark and earthy scent of the warrior wrapped around her. Her breasts pushed against the thin fabric of her dress, and she nearly moaned. Tait’s hard thighs pressed against her, and his hands moved to her hips to steady her slightly.




  “Are you all right, sparrow?”




  The warrior’s hot breath fanned against her neck, and she fought against the shiver it inspired. “Fine,” she croaked. Willow cleared her throat at the warrior’s low chuckle. “Fine,” she reiterated, in a more normal voice. “Just work your magic.”




  “I intend to.”




  And then those large, rough hands moved against her scalp as Tait’s fingers began to untangle her brown hair. Willow would have collapsed from the heat in her body had the warrior’s legs and arms not supported her. She closed her eyes and lost herself to the sensation of gentle hands touching her scalp and massaging all the tension in her body away. The warrior’s hands pulled her hair gently back from her face and worked through it strand by strand.




  Willow fought to keep herself from melting back. Letting her softness melt against the warrior’s hardness. What would it be like? To lose herself in the hard planes of his body? She had some idea of what happened between a man and a woman. Several of her classmates talked about the act as if it were extremely pleasurable.




  Blood coursed through Willow’s veins at a rapid rate, and her pulse raced as the warrior finished plaiting her hair. His roughened hands moved down to her neck and gently kneaded the muscles there. A small moan escaped at the feel of his hands on her bare skin. She heard an answering growl from the warrior. And then a muffled curse. But then his breath moved closer, and she felt it blow across her collarbone.




  Willow’s hands grabbed the warrior’s thighs, and she felt them tense beneath her hands. She closed her eyes and swayed back a little. And then his lips touched her. Willow jerked and moaned at the feel of Tait’s teeth scrape across her nape. Her breasts tightened and heaved against the thin fabric. Her nipples pushed forward, wanting. She knew it was madness, but the pleasure drowned out any sane thought or reasoning.




  “Tait,” she breathed.




  It was as if the sound of his name on her lips surpassed everything. The warrior brought her back closer to his body and moved her neck to give him better access to her bare skin. Willow felt heat and pleasure spiral through her body with a surprising force. And then Tait placed his mouth back on her as his hands moved up to cup her full breasts.




  Willow’s body jerked again at the onslaught of sensations. Tait’s hands moved leisurely back and forth across her nipples and tugged at them gently through her thin gown while his mouth moved against her, tasting.




  She dug her fingers into his thighs and wordlessly pleaded for some sort of relief. Anything to help ease the heat. The pleasure. Willow tried to turn, but the warrior kept her in her place. Tasting her. Memorizing her.




  “Please,” she moaned.




  The warrior’s large hands dropped from her breasts to her waist, and then Willow felt Tait push her a step or two forward.




  “I apologize, sparrow.”




  Willow turned around and found the warrior straining for control. The moon shone on his dark visage and illuminated the struggle he fought to win. His hands, those hands that she felt on her body just moments ago, clenched and unclenched. Tait’s neck was taut with tension even as he sought to ease her stress.




  “Tait.” She reached out for him, and he pulled back sharply.




  “Do not touch me, sparrow.” His voice growled low, and his dark eyes stared unblinkingly at her. “I could not bear it.”




  Her hand dropped, and she looked at him. “I realize that I am not as attractive as other women, warrior.” She fought against the shame. “I am unworthy of your attentions.” Willow turned to walk away when Tait’s hands tightened like iron bands around her arms.
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