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###

Hanged Man 

The Hanged Man represents every man who is committed enough to a cause to die for it. 

Divinatory meanings: Upright—Sacrifice. Surrender. Acceptance. Rebirth. 

Reverse—Loss. Selfish goals. Willingness to accept things as they are despite drawbacks. Failure in the face of oppression. 

The picture on the card shows a man hanging upside-down by one foot from a tree. 

His other leg is crossed to form a numeral four. The Hanged Man’s face is peaceful and surrounded by a halo, and his hands are letting go of moneybags to symbolize his sacrifice and his willingness to let go of the past. 

CHAPTER ONE

“Caught ya interest, has she?” Godric nudged Alric to get his attention from the dark-haired enchantress. 

Alric didn’t answer but turned his gaze back where he most desired to be. 

Five dark-skinned women danced around his dining hall, but he had eyes for only one. Unlike the modest women in his tribe, all five wore their long black hair loose around their colorfully clad bodies. But he had eyes for only one. All five worked his men with the sway of their alluring bodies. 

But he had eyes for only one. 

The rhythmic movements of her hips, the intricate patterns her arms and hands weaved, had held him captive from the first strum of music. The woman moved fluidly, arousing his senses. 

He had no desire to take his gaze from her. What about this woman attracted him so? Why did she set him on fire like no other had? 

With each shift to get comfortable, his rigid manhood rubbed the material of the loincloth he wore under his tunic. Sweat coated his palms. His finger itched to stroke himself to release as he watched the siren. 

From time to time, her wide black eyes flashed his way in the light of the torches. 

Never in his years had he been seduced with such ease. Never could he recall such need to take someone. Lust surged hotly in his balls. He wanted nothing more than to toss her against his table and mount her for all to see. 

Claim her. 

Alric trembled at the feel of the beast waking inside. The skin along his back rippled as the beast stretched out to settle down once more. 

His old companion leaned back from the table and patted his belly. “The wenches make me wish for my youth.” 

Alric pretended the newcomer meant naught to him. 

“In my youth, after a feast, I’d have sought out the wench with the roundest arse and rutted until I was left dead to the world.” 

Clutching the handle of his knife, Alric speared a hunk of roasted meat. Tearing into it with his teeth, he paid no heed to the man’s ramblings. Godric knew there’d never be a mate in his life. No wife. No concubine. No mistress. Not even a whore to sate his lust. He’d not risk the closeness. 

Too many nights, he woke from dreams in a cold sweat, fearing the beast had been turned loose and he’d torn some wench’s throat out. So, to not tempt fate beyond his dreams, he’d denied his natural urges to mate. Nothing tempted him the way wenches did. He hated denying himself such a pleasure though most of the time he could overcome the lust. But he didn’t think his own hand would do after seeing a wench such as this. No other had made him have such a strong desire to give in to his natural urges. 

“Have I told ya of a woman’s button?” 

“Be still, man.” Alric wanted no more of the old man’s instructions on how to treat a woman. Especially not now. Not with the animal hungry inside. 

The need for food gone, he wiped his knife and placed it back in its sheath. 

“Fine. We’ve more important matters than the sounds of a woman in pleasure...” 

Once more, the spinning and swaying siren drew his attention. His blood raced as the music grew wilder with its beat. Her heavy breasts bounced with each movement. 

“I’ve told ya enough how to poke ya fingers inside her wet hole and work your thumb...” 

A growl rumbled up from deep within Alric’s chest. Why wouldn’t the man leave him in peace? The old man was like a father to him, but at times, he tried Alric’s patience with his good-natured rambling. 

“Fine then.” Godric held up his hands. “Fuck her or not.” He then leaned in as if to share a secret. “She’s a witch. And that, me boy, is all that matters.” 

The declaration got his attention. 

Godric’s eyes gleamed with mischief as he winked. “Her people are different in their thinking.” 

Alric’s mouth twisted. Her people wandered through his land eating his livestock and game. The troop of minstrels had come to his home earlier that night. Though he’d already gone into isolation for the evening, the sensual music had drawn him to join in on the festivities. 

Mystics, the wanderers were thought by some to be. Others spread tales of the secretive people, who owed their good fortune to the evil that loomed in the darkness that covered the land each night. 

He shook his head at the foolishness. They were no mystics. He knew what evil loomed and it was not with them. The whole lot of them were no more than thieves. 

But, just as his men milled about, entranced by the erotic dancing, he salivated for the more personal attention of one dancer. What he wouldn’t give for a night with the woman. Nay. He didn’t think he dared even dream of the enchantress. He bit back the rising frustration that threatened to turn to anger. He’d accepted his lot a long time ago. 

Again he stared at the swaying siren. Gods, give him strength. 

“My lord?” 

He turned his head to meet the gaze of Godric once more. 

“If she is a witch, she can help ya.” He didn’t miss how the old man’s eyes turned plaintive. Godric wanted to see him cured before he died. Foolishness. There was no cure. 

The beast roared, sending his blood coursing through his veins. His hands clenched as agony tore through his chest. The animal he kept hidden within wanted to swipe sharp claws across the old man’s throat. 

Alric closed his eyes so he could not see the hope Godric still held for him. 

There was no help for him to be found. No salvation existed in this life or the next. 

He was cursed. 

###

Caasi drained the last of the wine from the goblet with a sigh. The drink had been sweet and refreshing. Just what she needed to soothe her frayed nerves. The night crawled by with little hint of ending. 

The clan of Glanworth was a rowdy group. 

But something else unnerved her. Something she dared not explore. Setting the empty container down, she moved to a quieter corner for a moment’s rest. She didn’t get far before the old man who’d earlier spent much time staring stopped her progress. 

He clasped her arm. “I wish to speak to ya.” 

Assuming she’d been taken for a woman who’d allow a tumble for treasure, she glared fiercely. How often had she been taken for a loose woman? The old fool. “I’m no whore.” She silently urged the man to release his hold. If he didn’t, her ever-on-guard brother would start a fight. 

The wiry hand dropped away. “Nay, girl, we’ve got plenty of willing wenches.” He reached up and smoothed down the scraggly beard that covered his face and trailed down his chest. Suspiciously, he looked around the hall before he lowered his tone. 

“I’ve need of a witch.” 

A breath rushed through her nose. Rarely were she or her people confronted so boldly without intent of malice. And then, normally someone wound up dead. People were of a superstitious nature, and when they didn’t understand another’s way of living, they turned ugly. 

“'Tis what ya be, ain’t it?” His light eyes narrowed. “A witch?” 

With pride, she lifted her chin. “Some have called me such.” To her people, she was the granddaughter to a great wise woman, still a fledging, learning the craft of magic. 

Only at her grandmother’s passing would she take her rightful place as a wise one. 

Only to outsiders was she known as a witch. 

“Good.” The man’s smile showed missing teeth. “I’m called Godric.” 

“I’m named Caasi. You wish me to heal someone? Tell your future?” 

“There be nothing but my death left for me.” He laughed with a shake of his head. 

“Even I can see I’m an old man.” 

A smile tugged her lips. She could see Godric meant her no harm. His crinkly eyes and tone set her at ease. He reminded her of her uncle. “What do you wish then?” 

“After you meet my lord, we’ll talk.” Falling in step behind the man, she glanced back to catch her brother’s familiar gaze. 

As expected, keeping to the shadows, Nassar followed. At Lord Glanworth’s chamber, Godric entered with barely a knock. She followed after reassurance Nassar would be a sentinel. 

The lone man sitting in the chair stood at her entrance. Not daring to look at any one man—let alone the lord—too long, she’d stolen only peeks
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