
        
            
                
            
        

    
	…Pierre reached out and nuzzled the filly’s velvet muzzle, the muscles across his back going taut. His work with various landowners’ herds left him lean and strong. 

	Sun-kissed skin, unfashionably dark, left her breathless and her mouth watered with unfulfilled desire to feel his lips crushed against hers. No man in the region could hold a candle to him. Pierre was a man who would fight back. 

	Still, small niggling doubts plagued Hilda, and once more her fear broke over her skin in chilled bumps. Did he love her as he claimed? What if all his words were silly lies?

	She shoved away the trepidations—threw back her shoulders. Of course, he loved her. She smiled softly, confidence returning.
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Chapter 1

	 

	Chalmers Kingdom, 1809

	 

	But, Mama, I am ten and six. My birthday is only three months after the ball.”

	Cinderella, Queen of Chalmers, suppressed a grin. She had but one daughter. A daughter she loved beyond reason, and whose opinions were well known throughout the castle. 

	Cinde steadied the hoop and pushed the needle through the fabric of her latest project while Arabella’s tirade bounded against the windowpanes. The subject was growing tiresome. Carefully keeping her eyes fastened on her embroidery, she said, “I am sorry, my dear. Those are the rules. You know your papa is most adamant.” 

	Silence filled the chamber, and she ventured a peek. Heavy dark curls covered most of Arabella’s face. All but the trembling bottom lip that poked out in her well-practiced pout. The sight squeezed Cinde’s heart every time. How well she recalled unrequited love. 

	Still, Arabella was much too young to let go of. “Do not worry, darling. We shall host another ball for your come-out.” She completed another row of stitches. The air positively cackled. 

	Cinde glanced up again and stifled a sigh. Bella’s lithe form stood rigid, anger, a reigning fog. Bella brought her head up, her eyes narrowed on Cinde. “And what shall I do if Sir Niccòlo falls in love, Mama? What if he marries another before my come-out? What then?”

	Cinde turned back to her stitching. “Then he was not the man for you,” she said calmly.

	Arabella stomped her foot. “He is!” But as quickly as her anger fired, it dissipated, and her head fell into her hands. “He has suffered much, Mama,” Arabella said softly. “And...and I love him.”

	Cinde set aside her embroidery and rose. She wrapped her arms around her precocious daughter who’d already grown by some four or five inches over Cinde’s petite stature. “He has indeed, darling. But time is what Sir Niccòlo requires. We shall have to give it to him.” 

	It was moments such as these Cinde yearned to save Bella from. The heartache. Bella’s shoulders shook beneath her hold, her cries silent. Young love was so difficult, as Cinde well knew. This time there was no glass slipper to help.

	A sharp rap at the door broke through Bella’s soft sobs. Cinde pulled a lace handkerchief from her pocket and pushed it in Bella’s hand and hugged her. “Freshen up, my dear. We shall talk more, later,” she said gently. “Try not to fret so. Things are not always as dire as they seem.” They seldom were.

	Sniffing, Bella shifted to the windows still clearly distressed. At sixteen everything was a crisis. Cinde had an inkling a wife was at the bottom of Sir Niccòlo’s list of current desires. His mysterious absence over the past few year—thirteen, to be exact—was disturbing. The lively young man she remembered from all those years ago had morphed into someone dark and brooding. 

	“Enter,” Cinde called out.

	“Your Majesty.” Manette, Cinde’s longtime maid, stood beneath the arch. “Henri is here with a message.”

	“Thank you, Manette. Send him in.”

	A tall young man followed Manette into the chamber, his back straight, features stoic. The sight sent her insides into a flutter of chaos. Something was wrong.

	He stepped forward and bowed deeply. “Your Majesty, I bring disturbing news.”

	“My sisters?” she whispered.

	“No. No, Your Majesty. ’Tis Lady Roche. She does not fare well. I fear she is near the end.”

	Of course. Stepmama. Cinde hid her clenched fists in the folds of her skirt, her heart skittering. The news was not wholly unexpected. She’d kept close tabs on her evil stepmother these past thirteen years. 

	Yet, hearing the woman who’d raised her, lay on her deathbed, still came as a shock. “Thank you, Henri.” She turned to her maid. “Manette, send word to my sisters, please. Tell them I shall meet them in the courtyard. Ten minutes.” Despite her effort to stay calm, her voice shook.

	“Mais oui, Your Majesty.” Manette dipped a quick curtsey and rushed out, Henri fast on her heels.

	“Mama?” Bella’s concern startled Cinde to her presence.

	Cinde let out a shallow breath. “I fear this is it.”

	Bella rushed to her side, snatched up Cinde’s hand. She was surprised to find her fingers trembling so. 

	“Must you go, Mama?” No trace of her previous aggravation or sadness regarding Niccòlo de Lecce marred her lovely face. It was a new distress that registered now.

	“Indeed, I must. Do not worry, darling. I shall be fine.” She squeezed Bella’s hand. “Please inform your papa. I don’t know how long I shall be.”

	 

	***

	 

	The carriage ride to Crofter’s Cottage was somber. Cinde observed her sisters from lowered lashes. Pricilla stared out at the passing landscape; lips pressed in a tight line. Essie, her closer sister of the two, appeared saddened, regretful. 

	“Do you suppose it’s truly her end?” Essie’s soft tones filled the carriage breaking the heavy air.

	Pricilla’s gaze never wavered from the window. “Yes. And good riddance,” she said harshly. She turned then. “I don’t trust her, Cinde. This could be an ambush. You know how wily she can be.”

	“True, but I am most certain that is not the case, Cill. I’ve paid heed over these past fourteen years. She is no longer a threat.” 

	“Still,” Essie chimed in, “we mustn’t let down our guard. As Cill so rightly points out, Mama is quite wily.”

	Cinde knew only too well, but they were on a task that must be dealt with. 

	In an attempt to lighten the atmosphere, she inhaled deeply. “Has Bella spoken to either of you?” 

	Guilt slid over Essie’s pert features while an abrupt burst of laughter erupted from Cill. 

	“I suppose that answers the question.”

	“Well, why should Bella not attend the ball? She shall turn ten and seven only three months later,” Essie demanded.

	Cinde let out a sigh. “Essie, darling, she insists she is in love with your husband’s brother.” She frowned. “She is much too young for Niccòlo. Besides, he is—”

	“—troubled,” Pricilla finished, smiling.

	“Yes.” Cinde looked out over the hills they rolled past. “Where has he been for nigh on thirteen years? My husband will not give over his only daughter without answers.”

	Silence filled the carriage, the words hanging in the air.

	Essie lowered her voice as if someone might overhear. Not that anyone could. The driver was outside and there were no occupants other than the three of them. “He told Aless he found refuge on a small island in the tropics, though God knows where.” She leaned in. “I caught sight of some of those strange markings on his forearm. They reminded me of those I saw on that monster who—” She stopped, blushing furiously, her eyes starting a nervous flutter Cinde hadn’t witnessed in years.

	Cinde bolted straight up. “Who?” she demanded.

	“The man who captured you, Ess?” Cill asked softly. “When Edric was but four?”

	Cinde thought Essie had put that horrible ordeal from her memory, but in two short sentences the memories bounded back with a vengeance. Alessandro’s father, the Conte de Lecce, had planned a siege to capture Chalmers, landing Essie in the hands of a contemptible pirate, attempting to kidnap Edric. But it was Edric who’d saved his Aunt Essie. Cinde shuddered and shoved away the images.

	Essie nodded. “Niccòlo absolutely refuses to discuss what happened on that ship. And all for Kendra Frazier.”

	A small smile played upon Cill’s lips. “Lady Yarmouth, Essie. Joseph Pinetti Gray inherited his title years ago.”

	Cinde ignored Cill’s jab to Essie. Essie should never have feared Lady Kendra all those years ago. Alessandro’s affections, once attached to his fluttering-eyed love, had never wavered. “I fear Bella is romanticizing his high-seas travels.” The carriage rolled to a stop.

	“You can’t prevent her feelings, Cinde,” Pricilla said gently. “Don’t forget how you—” The door swung open.

	Cinde pressed her lips together, quite ready to end the conversation. Her sisters would have their conversation, but it would have to wait for a later time. She gathered her skirts and stepped down, nerves quivering—in perfect synchronization with Essie’s batting eyes.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	Crofter’s Cottage

	Chalmers Kingdom

	 

	Lady Hildegard Bergenoir Simmon Roche blinked and tried to bring the images on the ceiling into focus. Her head pounded with another megrim. They seemed to be coming more frequent of late. Her heartbeat thudded heavily. Surely, she was in Purgatory—somewhere between heaven and hell. Were they cherubs? No. Cherubs were not pink, round balls, bouncing on mounds of white lumps. If only she could concentrate. 

	She blinked. 

	Before her stood the most enchanting being. Lovely dark locks crowned with an extraordinary tiara filled with rubies, sapphires, emeralds, and diamonds. The sight brought back another vision—one of long ago. Esmeralda’s vibrant green ball gown, entering the spectacular hall, winding her way down a staircase into the waiting arms of Prince Charming. No, no. That wasn’t right. Was it?

	She struggled to sit. Large, bony hands clamped about her shoulders and hauled her up. Hilda gasped at the exertion and shrugged away the assistance. “If you’ve come to finish me off, I fear you are too late,” she rasped to the intruder.

	“You mistake my presence, Stepmama.” 

	Cinderella. Her voice grated over Hilda’s skin like an irritable rash that refused to heal as the past crashed over her head. “You,” she cried, surging forward. The monstrous hands grasped her shoulders and pressed her firmly back into the pillows. 

	Breathing heavily, she took in two others standing behind the nefarious Queen. She sneered. “How lovely to see my daughters offering me their pittance of company.”

	“Mama.” Esmeralda greeted her softly, practically fearing her own mother. Fury rushed through Hilda’s tired veins, making her lightheaded. 

	“Please, Madame. You must not overtax yourself.” 

	Hilda turned to her companion of these last—some odd—years, the one with the large, arthritic appendages. The number of years escaped her, as well as the woman’s name.

	Her stinging eyes moved to her eldest daughter. Still a beauty with her flaxen hair and raised chin. “Come forward, Pricilla. Let me look at you.” How proud she was of her firstborn. Silver eyes that reflected the cloud laden skies—eyes that had once matched her own—stared back. She should have been crowned queen with that proud tilt.

	Pricilla moved forward, wearing her confidence like a mantle. “Of course, Mama. I fear it has been some time.” She pressed her lips to Hilda’s knuckles. So respectful.

	Hilda’s vision blurred with an onslaught of tears. “Oh, my darling.”

	“Don’t cry, Mama.” The lovely redhead’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears. 

	Esmeralda. “Oh, how I’ve missed you both.” 

	“Mama, we were here...just last month. Don’t you remember?”

	“No. No.  ’Tis been years,” she whispered. “Hasn’t it?” Her mind wandered so these days. She glanced about the room. “Where is Pierre?”

	Esmeralda’s gaze scanned the room, brow furrowed. “Who is Pierre, Mama?”

	Apprehension seized Hilde by the throat. “Pierre! Pierre! Where are you, my darling, my love?” Her breath caught, choked by rising hysteria. “Pierre—” Hilda struggled mightily against the companion’s hold. “Let me go. Let me go, you beast.” 

	“Mama, Rachelle is only trying to assist you.” Pricilla’s sharp bark ripped through the chamber, startling Hilda. Pricilla stroked her hand, her voice softened. “S’il vous plaît, Mama, let her help.” 

	Hilda inhaled slowly, relaxing back against the mountain of pillows and closed her eyes. The obvious affection shared between her daughters and the pariah who stole the prince from beneath Esmeralda’s nose still managed to cut her deep. 

	Cobwebs clouded her brain, and she shook her head. No. ’Twas the blasted eye batting that had chased the prince into her stepdaughter’s arms. Bah! Pricilla would have made him an excellent match. But no one had ever paid Hilda any mind.

	A slight breeze tickled the air and Hilda’s eyes snapped open. She turned her gaze to the lace curtains. The windows remained shut. Another wave of rage roared through her blood. “Esmeralda,” she bit out.

	Cinderella cut her off, stepping in front of Esmeralda. “Who is Pierre, Stepmama? I don’t believe you’ve ever mentioned him. Tell us of him.” 

	For a moment, Hilda fought to hold on to her anger with the girl’s impertinence, but the images from the past crowded her weary brain. 

	She closed her eyes and let the words pour forth. “He was...” Emotion clogged her throat. “He was tall, like a... a Viking. So brave, he was. Broad, strong, determined to take on the world. Take on...my father...” her voice trailed off into a whisper. “He was magnificent...”

	 

	 

	Forty-five years prior

	 

	In love. She was in love. Tomorrow they were to meet again. Quickly brushing the straw from her skirt, Hilda straightened the bodice of her sturdy brown frock and snuck to the servants’ entrance at the back of the main house. She stole through the door and edged towards the stairs.

	“Hildegard Marit Olsson! Stop right where you are.” Mama’s hiss sent a chill up Hilda’s spine. She spun so quickly she almost lost her footing. “What, or shall I ask, who is so enticing that would have you tumbling in the stable like a common milkmaid?” 

	Hilda opened her mouth ready to deny the accusation.

	Her palm flew up. “Do not bother. Regardless, I forbid you to see him again.” 

	Hilda’s stomach dropped like an anchor. If she and Mama could somehow escape—together. Some place safe, from Papa. Somewhere they could lead a normal life. Pierre would help them. She knew deep in her soul he would. He was honorable and true. 

	She grasped one of Mama’s hands with both of her own. “Come with me, Mama, please. Let us leave here. Together. Away from Papa’s madness.” 

	The sting of Mama’s other hand landed soundly against Hilda’s cheek. Stunned, she dropped her hold and covered her heated flesh with her palm, desperate to step back, only to find herself trapped by the stair behind. 

	“How dare you suggest such a thing, you ungrateful child.” The cold disdain in Mama’s eyes flashed contempt and something else, something unreadable. “This is our home.” She looked over her shoulder then back. “You must know I cannot keep...your...indiscretions...from your father.”

	Prickled fear rose over Hilda’s skin. Papa would beat her senseless if he learned of Pierre. And Pierre would be a dead man. 

	An image from years back...Hilda’s governess, Mademoiselle Janelle...flashed through her mind. Her nose broken and bloodied just before Papa turned her out. All because Monsieur Dupré had glanced at her over dinner one evening. His wife, Madame Dupré’s jealousy was spiteful, but Papa’s retribution had been brutal. A shiver stole up Hilda’s spine. She hid her trembling fingers in the folds of her skirt and lowered her gaze.

	“Get changed for dinner. We are expecting company. You have straw in your hair.” Mama’s small form spun and hurried away.

	Resentment warred with an undercurrent of terror. Oui. Her father would beat not only her, but Mama as well. Devil take it! How she longed to run far, far away. 

	Yet, would not the consequences be dire whether or not she remained? She could not save Mama. How could she when Mama had no desire to be saved?

	Pierre. She must speak with Pierre. She needed his reassurance. That he would hide her, protect her from the evils of the very man who sired her. She bolted back out the door and raced through the gardens, praying he was still in the vicinity. Scampering through the gate, she dashed for the trees. There in the distance, she spotted her hero—the man she’d already given herself to. 

	He held the reins of a feisty filly. Her coat was so shiny and black it looked blue in the late afternoon sun. But it was Pierre’s blond locks reflecting the rays that almost blinded her. Her heart filled at the sight of him—those large hands, his gentleness in handling such a delicate young life. Hilda lay a hand on her abdomen, her heart fluttering.

	Pierre reached out and nuzzled the filly’s velvet muzzle, the muscles across his back going taut. His work with various landowners’ herds left him lean and strong. 

	Sun-kissed skin, unfashionably dark, left her breathless and her mouth watered with unfulfilled desire to feel his lips crushed against hers. No man in the region could hold a candle to him. Pierre was a man who would fight back. 

	Still, small niggling doubts plagued her, and once more her fear broke over her skin in chilled bumps. Did he love her as he claimed? What if all his words were silly lies?

	She shoved away the trepidations—threw back her shoulders. Of course, he loved her. She smiled softly, confidence returning. He would never have taken her virginity otherwise.

	As if aware of her presence, he turned. His gaze over his shoulder sought hers and a grin cracked the hard plains of his face. He leaned down and spoke to the young man next to him then tossed him the reins. His stride was long and quick as he veered towards the stables. 

	Oui, he loved her. Just as she loved him. Such love always prevailed. All the fairytales said so.

	She, too, ran for the stables, bound for their secret place, and waited. She hadn’t long.

	Pierre burst through the door and pulled her into his arms. “What is it, love?” He brushed a hand over her hair. “You’re trembling. Tell me.”

	“My m-mother. She has seen us. She says she cannot keep it from Papa.” The faster the words tumbled from her mouth, the higher her panic climbed.

	Pierre’s hand stilled on her head. No. He daren’t change his mind! Panic thickened in her blood. Both hands molded her face and he touched his lips to her forehead. She squeezed her eyes against relieved tears. 

	“Then we shall have to leave. Tonight,” he whispered. 

	Hope filled her chest, but she was no fool. They were far from danger. “Papa will kill you if he learns of our assignations.”

	“Bring just what you can carry,” he said urgently. “We shall make our way to Grenoble and marry quickly. I have friends there.”

	She nodded fiercely. When she did the tears that had pooled in her eyes slid down her cheeks. “Yes. Yes.”

	“I love you, my little battle-guard.” He brushed his lips across hers. “Do not fret.” He turned her and pushed her to the door. “Go. Meet me at the pond. The stables are too risky. Midnight. Don’t be late. Jusqu'à ce soir,”

	“Until tonight,” she whispered back. Then she ran. Ran as if the very devil threw fire at her heels, arms and lips tingling from his touch. 

	Anticipation of a new life blossomed in her chest. A new adventure. Soon she would be free. They would be free.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	Sneaking back through the kitchen, Hilda froze and angled her head. She heard it again. A whimper. On stealthy steps she peered around the frame of the entrance. 

	Wulf, Papa’s head groom, stood next to the chopping block, a leer on his vile face. He brought to mind a troll from Norse mythology, ugly and slow-witted. Most of his face was hidden by untamed whiskers. His arms, the size of tree trunks, trapped Mariette, one of the younger maids.

	She couldn’t fathom Papa’s reasons for keeping such a revolting specimen, nor his equally disgusting cohort, Sepp. Hilda was most careful in steering clear of the two. Their lascivious reputations preceded them. 

	For a split second she was tempted to steal away, but the terror on the girl’s face stopped her. “Mariette,” she said briskly. “Please send up a pot of tea.” 

	Her voice startled Wulf and he jumped. Small black eyes roved over her, his stare bold and lewd. 

	The hair at her nape rose. But with a glare of her own she lifted her chin. “Pronto,” she barked. Hilda waited until he ducked out a door that led to the herb garden behind Mariette. 

	Mariette dipped a quick curtsey, blinking back tears. “Mais oui, Lady Hildegard.” 

	Hilda’s shoulders fell and she let out a trembling breath. Heart pounding wildly, she darted up the stairs and ran for her chamber. She was not so naïve to disregard the maids’ rumblings. Wulf was renowned in overriding a female’s decline—per her own maid’s dire warnings. 

	She’d always felt safe enough as the master’s daughter, but this recent encounter left her feeling the fate of the others who were not half so lucky as she. She must maintain a diligent watch.

	Hila slipped inside her room. Steam rose from a copper tub already filled. Her maid, Carina, whirled from the wardrobe. “There you are, you wicked child. Your maman is beside herself.” Carina snatched Hilda’s arm and spun her about, slipping the hooks free from her brown wool dress.

	Hilda raised her chin. “I am not a child. I shall turn ten and eight on my next birthday.” She jerked away from Carina and finished undressing herself. “I can bathe myself, too,” she said haughtily. “You are dismissed.”

	“Ha. I could not possibly desert you. Dear God.” Carina sputtered. “You have grass in your hair. Your father will kill you if he discovers your mischievous deeds. Then where will I be, you ungrateful thing?”

	“Wicked? Ungrateful?” Hilda grinned. “La! You would be lost without me, and you know it.” She stepped over the rim of the tub and sank down in the blissfully hot water.

	Carina’s lips twitched. “Only because I would have the inconvenience of searching out another position. I’ve already raised you. Why should I put myself through such misery again, pray tell?”

	Tears sprung to Hilda’s eyes at Carina’s feigned disdain. She cupped the
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