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Dedication

 


Rebel heroes deserve rebel dedications. With that in
mind…

 


This story is dedicated with love to those who said
I couldn’t do this. For giving me the great pleasure of proving you
wrong.

 



Chapter
1

 


“Bloody fucking hell, I thought we were done
with this shite when she took the throne.”

“As eloquent as ever, Graeme,” Haig drawled,
his gaze following the sway of a truly exemplary female ass down
the opulent corridor. As if she felt his gaze, the woman’s
shoulders stiffened, and she paused to look over her shoulder. Haig
gave her his most winning grin and a bold once-over, delighted when
she blushed and rushed off around the corner. He craned his neck to
prolong the sight, but damn, she was quick!

There was a distinct note of an eye roll in
Graeme’s voice when he muttered, “And you’re still a whore.”

Beau sighed. “Haig, leave Miss Juliana
alone.”

Haig raised an eyebrow at his comrade. Of all
of them, Beau was the only one who’d weathered the war without
apparent injury. To be expected, given he’d never actually seen any
of the battles he’d strategized. Foot soldiers met the enemy in the
field. Men like Beau conducted them like a well-trained orchestra
from behind the scene. “Miss Juliana, is it? You saving her for
yourself? You dirty dog, you.”

The glare Beau spared him would have been
truly frightening, if not for the blush coloring his pale cheeks.
“You know full well the royal staff is off limits.”

“Or are you saving yourself for her?” Haig
winked. “That it?” When the rest of the rebels joined Beau in the
glaring contest, Haig decided to be merciful. “You’re all just
jealous that I get more pussy in a day than you did in all of last
year.”

“Sebastian’s got you beat,” Beau returned.
“Handily.”

Haig scowled at that. It wasn’t a
competition! “Where is he, anyway?”

“In treatment,” Declan said in a tone that
signaled the discussion was over. Haig had long ago stopped being
intimidated by the Ravenskin’s piercing silver gaze, but when
Declan glowered like that, even the strongest resolve to win the
staring contest failed miserably. At an imposing six feet five
inches, and with his skin as black as a raven’s feather—hence the
name—he was intimidating as hell at the best of times.

Haig held up his hands in mock surrender.

Graeme growled, tugging on the collar of his
dress shirt. “How much bloody longer will she make us wait?” He
shoved to his feet to pace the hallway, checking his watch every
five seconds. “This is bullshite. The summons said noon sharp.”

“Yeah, and that’s still five minutes away.”
Haig couldn’t help staring at the man in horrified wonder. Graeme
took issue with fancy clothes. Even their tasteful uniforms, made
to size and specially for them, seemed to make his shaggy hair
stand on end. Haig had been told Graeme used to be something to
look at back in the day. He couldn’t see it. To him, Graeme was and
forever would be a rude, werewolf-looking guy who was allergic to
razor blades, chewed his nails off when they got too long, and bit
people who tried to cut his hair.

Animal…

Darius, having observed the exchange quietly
until now, frowned in thought. “What do you think this is about?
Beau, did she say anything to you?”

Beau raised an eyebrow. “Did the queen of
Valefort tell me why she was summoning the leaders of her uprising
all at once on short notice? No. It never came up.”

Haig snorted. “What did?”

Darius ignored him. “You’re her right hand.
Surely you know something.”

Beau shrugged uncomfortably. “Nothing
concrete. Just whispers. The Network’s been buzzing and the
castle’s been upside down ever since Snow White took the crown.
Could be anything.”

“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” Haig quickly
interjected. Darius was like a tick. Once he latched on to a
mystery, he didn’t let go until he was fully satisfied. “Why waste
the energy wondering? In two minutes, we’ll be called in and find
out exactly what’s what. Take a page out of Saxon’s book. He
couldn’t care less.”

Judging from his slouch and the tilt of his
head, Saxon not only didn’t care, he was fast asleep. Again. How
the hell does he do that?

The grandfather clock at the end of the
corridor struck noon and the grand door opened. As if on cue, at
precisely the same moment, Sebastian rounded the corner and jogged
up to the rest of them, still buttoning his shirt. Haig shook his
head, reminding himself, It’s not a contest.

Snow White’s herald, a proud, but ancient,
withered little man did his best to fill the doorway while they all
stood up. Saxon had to be shoved awake, but to his credit, he
recovered quickly. The herald looked down his beaked nose at them
for a moment, then inclined his head a fraction of an inch as if
he’d judged them acceptable—barely. “Her Majesty thanks you for
your audience.” All of them started forward to enter, but the
herald stayed them. “One at a time, if you please. Her Majesty will
see Master Haig first.”

They shared a look amongst them. This was
new.

Haig grinned wide at his comrades. “I’ll try
not to wear her out too much.”

They rolled their eyes at him, so he flipped
them off and followed the herald.

Since Snow White’s ascension, Valefort wasn’t
so much a kingdom as it was a thriving corporation with Snow as the
CEO, and her receiving room reflected that. Queen Zorana’s garishly
appointed, cavernous throne room had been stripped of all gild and
trimmings. The golden tapestries had been replaced with TV monitors
showing the latest economic trends and forecasts, the dais had been
demolished, and a massive circle of high-gloss ebony tables took up
the middle, surrounded by cushy power chairs.

Snow White—Queen Snow now—stood at the far
side of the table, dressed in a stylish business suit, her raven
hair woven into a single braid over one shoulder. She smiled in
welcome. “Haig. It’s been too long.”

Haig grinned and shocked a gasp out of the
herald when he rounded the tables in ground-eating strides and
hugged the queen off her feet.

Snow was still laughing when he set her back
on them. “Marlow, that’ll be all for now. Thank you.”

The herald bowed away and closed the door
behind him.

“It’s good to see you again, brat,” Haig
said, tugging on her braid. “Where’s that no good husband of
yours?”

“Marcus won’t be joining us today,” she
replied easily enough, but something in her tone put Haig on guard.
Reading his expression with her signature know-it-all-ness, Snow
gasped. “Oh, no! There’s nothing wrong between us. We’re blissfully
happy. Really. It’s just that… I don’t want to involve him in this.
It’s something of a delicate matter.”

A delicate matter she couldn’t share with the
rest of her allies—men who’d saved her life, sheltered her,
protected her, and led her to victory against the murderous Queen
Zorana. Men she’d lovingly dubbed her Rebel Court, once upon a
time. Haig’s ever-present good humor faded. “Then we’d better get
down to business.”

She allowed him to seat her, then motioned
for him to take the adjacent chair. “What I’m about to tell you
cannot leave this room. You can’t tell anyone, not even the other
six, and Marcus must never find out. If he did, he’d turn it into a
witch hunt, and that’s the last thing I need right now.”

“You want someone disappeared.” It was a
logical conclusion.

“Yes. I’m afraid I do.”

Good humor definitely gone. This had to be
serious. Snow only had to speak a word and any enemy, political or
otherwise, could be dispatched by an expert marksman or a spell.
She wouldn’t have called him in for something as easy as an
assassination. His presence here meant that whoever had drawn
Snow’s wrath needed to be erased quietly and completely. “Who’s the
mark?”

She took a deep breath. “Zorana’s son.”

Haig frowned. “Zorana had a son?”

“Believe me, I was as surprised as you are,”
she retorted. “Although, I really shouldn’t have been, given what
we know about her.”

His mind refused to wrap all the way around
that. “You may need to back up a little here. What exactly do we
know and how did we find out?”

Snow gave him a half-hearted smile. “Funny
things you come across when you go through your traitor
stepmother’s things. Among the many ledgers of illegal magic
dealings, I found bundles of personal diaries.”

“So now you know all of Zorana’s sordid
secrets?”

“Emphasis on sordid.” Her expression turned
pained, hands twisting in her lap. Given that Zorana had hated Snow
enough to want her dead in a way most foul, whatever she may have
written into her diaries couldn’t have been pleasant for Snow to
read.

Haig caught her hand in his, squeezed
lightly. “Take your time.”

Snow shook off her gloom and smiled. “Anyway,
yes. Apparently, Zorana had a son several months after she married
my father. It’s all just obscure enough that there’s no way to tell
whether the issue was legitimate.”

“You know he’s not.”

“Do I?”

“Will it make a difference, anyway?”

Snow shook her head in the negative. “By the
word of our Charter, any child born after the wedding takes place
is considered true and legitimate, and the crown legally belongs to
the first-born son, only to pass to a daughter if no male
heir exists at the time of the monarch’s death.”

“Which means this boy could challenge your
rule, and by the word of our Charter, you’d have to abdicate to him
or risk another civil war.”

“And there would definitely be a war. We may
have won against Zorana’s armies, but she still has too many
sympathizers among the noble court. People who have lost a lot in
terms of wealth and standing when she was executed. It wouldn’t
take much to incite them against me.”

“So we take care of the problem,” Haig
offered with a shrug. “Easy enough. Where is he?”

Snow winced. “That’s kind of the
problem.”

Haig glowered. “I’m not going to like this,
am I?”

“From what I could decipher, Zorana hid the
boy somewhere in the Elderwood.”

“Aw, fuck.” While the castle city of Kesteran
and most towns of a certain size were modernized with electricity,
indoor plumbing, heat, and refined magic, a large portion of the
land was still mired in the Dark Ages of brow sweat and raw magic
only. People in the Elderwood lived in hovels and hauled water from
the creek—if one happened to be nearby. And the worst part was,
because of the effects raw magic had on the environment, no modern
technology worked there. No phones, tracking devices, combustion
engines, even weapons. “How am I supposed to find him?”

“You’ll be working with—”

“Absolutely not!”

“—a partner for this assignment,” she
finished, ignoring his outburst. “I know you don’t want anyone
knowing about your…skills. I swore to you I would never tell
anyone, and I haven’t—I won’t. But you can’t find a needle of a
teenage boy in a haystack the size of the Elderwood on your
own.”

“Oh, and I can just imagine the natural
wonder you chose to help me track him.”

“Aislin Crane,” she answered regally.

Haig gaped at her. “The Huntsman’s
daughter?”

“She’s the best tracker in Valefort.” And
considering Zorana had her father quartered for allowing Snow to
escape, Haig could see how Aislin might be motivated to strike back
at the bitch. “But I don’t want her to know who the mark is.”

“What? Why?”

She gave him a look. “Because she might balk
if she finds out the boy you’re about to take out is only fifteen
years old.”

“Well how the hell is she going to track him
if she doesn’t know who he is?”

Snow shrugged. “You have your gifts, she has
hers.”

“Fan-fucking-tastic.”

Snow’s face shuttered, and she drew herself
up. “Will you do this or not?”

He scoffed. “Do I get a choice?”

She gave him a sweet smile and pressed a
button on her desk to open an automatic door.

Grumbling under his breath, Haig pushed to
his feet and squared his shoulders in preparation to meet his new
partner.

 



Chapter
2

 


“Your Majesty,” the woman said right by
Haig’s shoulder.

“Gah! Don’t you make noise?” The last
word drew out of him as he turned to face her.

Aislin was tall, just a couple of inches
shorter than him, dressed in soft, clinging leathers that hugged
her curves in all the right places. They were sewn together from
odd-colored pieces, in a pattern that invited the eye to follow a
meandering path from her exposed collarbones, down the valley of
her pillowy cleavage, across her flat stomach to just past her
loins.

That’s where Haig stuck, hissing a breath.
Mercy… She had nicely rounded hips, ripe for gripping, and
long, supple legs that would easily lock around him as he thrust
into her. Gods, he loved long-legged women. He loved all women, but
there was something special about the leggy ones. An elegance and a
sensuality usually reserved for swans and does.

“That would be counterproductive for a
hunter,” she retorted, drawing his attention—slowly—back up to her
face. She’d braided her thick, black hair tightly against her
scalp, throwing her features into stark relief. Haughtily arched
eyebrows, cold, piercing green eyes, a narrow, aristocratic nose,
high cheekbones…she had all the makings of an ice queen. But her
soft skin was the color of warm, creamy caramel and her mouth was
plump and generous, the lower lip thicker than the upper, hinting
at rich reserves of passion he’d love to mine. The things he could
do to that mouth alone…

Suddenly the boardroom was gone, and Haig’s
magic hijacked his mind, thrusting him into another place, another
time, into another version of him in some alternate reality
where…

The Huntsman’s daughter stood naked at the
edge of a lake, her face turned up to the light of a bright, full
moon. She smiled at him with a challenge in her eyes as she backed
into the water until the surface waves lapped at the juncture of
her thighs.

She shivered, her dark nipples beading
instantly, and Haig almost went to his knees. The sight of her like
this—wild, unabashed, utterly beautiful—caused an ache in his
chest. He wanted to stare at her for hours, and at the same time,
he wanted desperately to be in that lake with her—inside her.
Somehow, he came forward, joined her in the water, fully dressed,
his pants straining across a raging cockstand. For her and no
one else.

The random thought should have scared the
shit out of him, but when Aislin lay back, floating weightless on
the water, with moonlight burnishing her soft skin in cool, silver
hues like a magical gift laid out just for him, Haig no longer
cared…

Snow cleared her throat, dragging him out of
the vision and back to the present. “Haig Cavanaugh, I’d like to
introduce Aislin Crane.” Under her breath she added, “You’re
staring.”

Of course he was staring! She’d just
introduced him to sex on a stick, whom he was apparently sexing up
right now in at least one other reality. How was he supposed to get
anything done, knowing that—seeing it? “Hi,” he said, buying
himself time to recover his power of speech. Down! he
commanded his dick. It had no effect whatsoever.

Aislin scoffed delicately, and the room
temperature plunged into arctic levels when she gave him a careless
once-over. “You’re supposed to be the expert?”

Despite her arch tone, Haig fought down a hot
shiver. She had a soft, just-been-thoroughly-fucked kind of voice
that shot straight to his groin. “Jack of all trades,” he heard
himself saying, “and master of quite a few. Care to give me a try?”
Instinctively, he knew she’d be just as quiet in bed and, gods, he
itched to break her of that. He knew how to do things to her that
would drive her out of her head with pleasure. He could make her
scream his name and weep with gratitude. And beg him for more—

Dismissing him off hand, Aislin turned to
Snow, giving him a full-body view of her profile: a proud, straight
line from the top of her head to the heel of her soft-soled boot,
disrupted only by the curve of her breasts and ass. Her arms were
bare, visibly toned, but not mannish. She’d smeared them with soot,
presumably for camouflage. He noticed the crossbow she clutched in
her left hand. A bolt
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