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Not Your Average Love Spell

The Knights of Flame need to move their army across
the country to defeat a brutal enemy. Tricky, as the knights have
outlawed magic. They hire a researcher, Camille, to fix the problem
and assign the dashing Major Sydney to help. If Camille and Sydney
can keep their hands off each other long enough, they can surely
come up with a solution.

 


Rowena the Hawk is a witch of great power and
stubbornness equal to that of an entire phalanx of knights. Exiled
from home, she has only her construct Ember for company until the
most beautiful woman she’s ever seen dares her to save the
world.

 


Wanting to cuddle one moment and strangle each other
the next, the four women are the kingdom’s only hope. Everyone’s
probably doomed…


What Reviewers Say About Barbara Ann Wright’s
Work

The Tattered Lands

 


“Wright’s postapocalyptic romance is a fast-paced
journey through devastation. …Plenty of action, surprises, and
magic will keep readers turning the pages.”—Publishers
Weekly

 


 


House of Fate

 


“…fast, fun…entertaining… House of Fate
delivers on adventure.”—Tor.com

 


 


Coils

 


“…Greek myths, gods and monsters and a trip to the
Underworld. Sign me up… This one springs straight into action…a
good start, great Greek myth action and a late blooming romance
that flowers in the end…”—Dear Author

 


“A unique take on the Greek gods and the afterlife
make this a memorable book. The story is fun with just the right
amount of camp. Medusa is a hot, if unexpected, love interest… A
truly unexpected ending has us hoping for more stories from this
world.”—RT Book Reviews

 


“The gods and monsters of ancient Greek mythology are
living, breathing entities, something Cressida didn’t expect and is
amazed as well as terrified to discover. …Cressida soon realizes
being in the underworld is no different than being among the
living. The heart still feels and love can bloom, even in the world
of Myth. …The characters are well developed and their wit will
elicit more than a few chuckles. A joy to read.”—Lunar Rainbow
Reviewz

 


 


Paladins of the Storm Lord

 


“This was a truly enjoyable read… I would definitely
pick up the next book. …the mad dash at the end kept me riveted. I
would definitely recommend this book for anyone who has a love of
sci-fi… An intricate…novel one that can be appreciated at many
levels, adventurous sci fi or one that is politically motivated
with a very astute look at present day human behavior. …There are
many levels to this extraordinary and well written book…overall a
fascinating and intriguing book.”—Inked Rainbow Reads

 


“I loved this… The world that the Paladins inhabited
was fascinating…didn’t want to put this down until I knew what
happened. I’ll be looking for more of Barbara Ann Wright’s
books.”—Lesbian Romance Reviews

 


“Paladins of the Storm Lord by Barbara Ann
Wright was like an orchestra with all of its pieces creating a
symphony. I really truly loved it. I love the intricacy and wide
variety of character types…I just loved practically every
character!… Of course my fellow adventure lovers should read
Paladins of the Storm Lord!”—The Lesbian Review

 


 


Thrall: Beyond Gold and Glory

 


“Once more Barbara has outdone herself in her
penmanship. I cannot sing enough praises. A little
Vikings, a dash of The Witcher, peppered with
The Game of Thrones, and a pinch of Lord of The
Rings. Mesmerizing… I was ecstatic to read this book. It did
not disappoint. Barbara pours life into her characters with
sarcasm, wit and surreal imagery, they leap from the page and stand
before you in all their glory. I am left satisfied and starving for
more, the clashing of swords, whistling of arrows still ringing in
my ears.”—Lunar Rainbow Reviewz

 


“In their adventures, the women must wrestle with
issues of freedom, loyalty, and justice. The characters were
likable, the issues complex, and the battles were exciting. I
really enjoyed this book and I highly recommend it.”—All Our
Worlds: Diverse Fantastic Fiction

 


“This was the first Barbara Ann Wright novel I’ve
read, and I doubt it will be the last. Her dialogue was concise and
natural, and she built a fantastical world that I easily imagined
from one scene to the next. Lovers of Vikings, monsters and magic
won’t be disappointed by this one.”—Curve Magazine

 


 


The Pyradisté Adventures

 


“…a healthy dose of a very creative, yet believable,
world into which the reader will step to find enjoyment and
heart-thumping action. It’s a fiendishly delightful
tale.”—Lambda Literary

 


“Barbara Ann Wright is a master when it comes to
crafting a solid and entertaining fantasy novel. …The world of
lesbian literature has a small handful of high-quality fantasy
authors, and Barbara Ann Wright is well on her way to joining the
likes of Jane Fletcher, Cate Culpepper, and Andi Marquette. …Lovers
of the fantasy and futuristic genre will likely adore this novel,
and adventurous romance fans should find plenty to sink their teeth
into.”—The Rainbow Reader

 


“The Pyramid Waltz has had me smiling for
three days. …I also haven’t actually read…a world that is entirely
unfazed by homosexuality or female power before. I think I love it.
I’m just delighted this book exists. …If you enjoyed The Pyramid
Waltz, For Want of a Fiend is the perfect next step…you’d be
embarking on a joyous, funny, sweet and madcap ride around very
dark things lovingly told, with characters who will stay with you
for months after.”—The Lesbrary

 


“This book will keep you turning the page to find out
the answers. …Fans of the fantasy genre will really enjoy this
installment of the story. We can’t wait for the next
book.”—Curve Magazine

 


“There is only one other time in my life I have
uncontrollably shouted out in cheer while reading a book. [A
Kingdom Lost] made the second… Over the course of these three
books all the characters have blossomed and developed so
eloquently… I simply just thought this whole novel was
brilliant.”—The Lesbian Review

 


“Chock full of familiar elements that avid fantasy
readers will adore…[The Pyramid Waltz] adds in a compelling
and slowly evolving romance… Set against a backdrop of political
intrigue with the possibility of monsters and mystery at every
turn, the two women slowly learn each other, sharing secrets and
longing, until a fragile love blossoms between them…”—USA Today
Happily Ever After
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Chapter One

Surrounded, a situation not easy to contemplate and
even harder to be in, but Sydney grinned at her opponents as she
kneeled on the deck of the pirate ship. The captain smirked,
creating more lines in his sun-browned, leathery face. Sydney
sucked the cut on her lip and waited, trying to breathe shallowly,
but the smell of the unwashed crew surrounding her was giving her a
headache.

Or maybe that was the punch to her jaw.

“Knight of the Flame, eh?” the captain said as he
held her captured blade. The golden sun inlaid in the hilt winked
in the bright morning light. “Thought you lot were supposed to be
smart.” He glanced toward Sydney’s sloop, now tied up alongside the
pirate ship with its crew just as subdued as she was. “But you’re
easy pickings like all the rest.”

Sydney’s smile widened. “Where’s the witch?”

His smug look faltered. Maybe he expected her to beg
for her life instead of asking questions. “How did you know…” He
chuckled. “That’s none of your concern any longer. Now, anything of
importance to say before we throw you overboard, Madam
Knight?”

“I’m a major, actually. And yes.” She leaned forward
as if sharing a secret. When the pirate followed suit, she said
softly, “Where’s the witch?”

He made a disgusted noise and stood back, gesturing
to his crew. “Toss her and her crew over.”

Ah well, if he wouldn’t spill his plans like a good
villain…

Sydney bent forward and put her palms on the deck,
fingers spreading over the worn and pitted wood.

“Begging?” The pirate guffawed. “I’d have
never—”

Sydney wrenched one leg beneath her and sprang up.
The pirate staggered back with a strangled cry for aid. He swung at
her with her own blade, but she was inside his reach too quickly.
She crashed into him, sending them both to the deck.

His head thunked hollowly against the wood.
“Get her. Get—”

Sydney knocked his hand against the deck, sending
her blade clattering away, then pressed her forearm over his
throat.

“Submit,” she said. “You are surrounded.”

The sounds of combat rang out behind her, but she
didn’t bother to look. It would be over swiftly.

“Crew is subdued, Major,” a voice behind her
called.

The pirate captain sputtered. Sydney grinned as he
gawped like a fish in hand. She stood, hauling him along with her
and relieving him of his own sword. Holding him by the neck of his
filthy coat, she let him see his ship.

Her ship, now.

His crew moaned or coughed from where they lay on
the deck, all alive from what she could see and ready for capture,
trial, and then, most likely, the gallows. Her undercover squad,
still disguised as fellow pirates, moved among them, tossing
weapons overboard and trussing the pirates hand and foot.

Senior Recruit Juzail handed Sydney her blade, and
she slid it home in the scabbard across her back. Juzail somehow
kept a smug expression from his light brown face after he took
possession of the pirate captain, but his dark eyes twinkled.

The pirate captain sputtered before managing, “I…”
He swallowed. “How?” He gaped at Juzail. “You’re…a knight?”

“Not yet,” Sydney said. “All recruits. Otherwise,
they wouldn’t have been able to infiltrate your crew.” She tapped
twice over her heart with three fingers, the knight’s salute.
“Knights of the Flame can’t lie.” Hands on hips, she took a deep
breath of the salty air. “Now, where’s the witch?”

The pirate swallowed so hard, his patchy beard
seemed to bob along his neck. “Not aboard.”

“I know that.” She sighed. “You’re going to
have to do better, Captain…”

“Smythe,” Juzail said.

“Bastards,” Smythe muttered.

“Look,” Sydney said, putting a hand on his shoulder
and trying not to wince at the grime. “You’re bested, man. You had
to be suspicious when a sloop with one knight and a handful of
sailors tried to take this lumbering hulk. Even when I was on my
knees, you had to know something wasn’t right. You’re not a stupid
person.” She kept her voice friendly, almost drawling as if they
were out for a relaxing spot of lunch. “If you tell me where the
witch is, I will inform the magistrate when we return to Kingston,
and he will tell the court that you cooperated, and maybe you can
avoid the fate of most of your crew.” All true, but she doubted it
would work.

He trembled, and she thought it was fear until a
sound sputtered from his lips, a high-pitched, nervous bray, and
she realized he was laughing. “They call her the Hawk. Know
why?”

She smiled, encouraging him now that he was in the
mood to talk.

“Because she swoops down on her enemies before they
ever know she’s there.”

Sydney glanced at the cloudless blue sky. “No one’s
swooping in to save you now.”

He only laughed harder. “You don’t know what you’re
doing, none of you knights. You think you’re saving the world by
getting rid of magic?”

“Where’s his cabin?” Sydney asked. When Juzail
pointed in the right direction, she said, “Bring him.” Maybe while
she was searching his possessions, he’d give something away.

The cabin was a small affair with a narrow bed, a
small desk, and a large trunk, with barely enough room to move
between the three. Sydney started with the desk, keeping an eye on
Smythe in the doorway. She riffled through maps and set aside a
logbook for later. Her discoveries didn’t make Smythe blink, and
Sydney’s irritation grew. His words had already grated her nerves;
if she found nothing, she was going to be dashed upset.

But finding one of the few witches still practicing
magic in the kingdom of Arnvild was worth any little upset of
hers.

When she lifted the lid of the trunk, Smythe licked
his lips. Ah, progress at last. Beneath a heap of dirty clothes,
she found a small velvet bag. “What have we here?” she asked as she
tipped a palm-sized crystal ball into her hand.

His gaze flicked between the ball and her face.

“This is how you speak to her?” Sydney asked. “Or is
she going to swoop out of this and aid you?”

“If it was possible, I would,” a low voice said.

Sydney bit back a cry and stared at the weighty orb.
The inside swirled as if filled with smoke, and she caught hints of
a pale face, dark hair, and eyes that seemed to glow like green
fire. “There you are,” Sydney said, just managing to keep her voice
from shaking.

“Where you’ll never find me,” the husky voice said.
“And I’ll remain free from your tyranny.”

Sydney scoffed. “Rather righteous talk from someone
who allies herself with pirates.”

“Needs must. Whatever witches have become is due to
the Knights of the Flame. Ironic, seeing as how you use magic when
it suits you.”

Sydney gripped the ball so hard, her hand ached. She
bared her teeth, hoping the witch could see her clearly. “Heartfire
is born of valor and purity. It is the strength that lies in every
human spirit and not the filthy magic witches use to perform nasty
spells like animating the dead.”

The smoke winked away along with the image. From the
doorway, Smythe snickered.

Rage built in Sydney’s chest, tapping into the very
power she’d just laid claim to, heartfire, the energy knights were
taught to harness. She channeled it through her hand, setting blue
flame licking among her fingers, though it could never hurt her.
The globe glowed with dim light before cracks spread along it like
spider legs, and it burst into hundreds of pieces.

Sydney threw the shards into a corner. “Chain him up
aboard the sloop.”

“Yes, Major.” Juzail dragged Smythe away, still
chuckling, and Sydney followed, happy to be out in the light again,
away from the cabin’s foul air and the taint of magic.

Her crew of recruits divided themselves between the
pirate ship and the sloop, both flying the colors of Arnvild as
well as the knights’ flame. When they were under way, Sydney
pressed Smythe a little more; she wanted to know what the witch
looked like and what Smythe had seen behind her in the crystal
ball, but he claimed to have seen the same shadowy figure she
had.

“She’s abandoned you,” Sydney cried. They sat on the
deck of the sloop, and the wind was at their backs, making it feel
as if the ship flew over the water. Sitting easy, Smythe seemed to
roll with the waves. Sydney envied him. She didn’t often get
seasick, but the choppy water that day made for some ugly stirrings
in her stomach, feeding her anger.

She swallowed and told herself again that this man
had been duped. His stubborn refusal to believe in the evil of
magic proved he was more than just a hired sword. He believed in
the witches’ cause to bring magic back to Arnvild, and that made
him a misguided fool who might still be saved.

Sydney moved closer to Smythe’s side. “Witches use
magic to disturb the dead. I have seen it with my own eyes.
When the knights attempted to arrest the witch of Elion, he sent a
platoon of shambling dead to murder us.”

Smythe frowned and didn’t look at her. “They can do
more than that. The Hawk helped someone I love.”

Sydney nodded in sympathy. “They can do good when
they want to, but when one goes bad…”

He grimaced. “The Witch Wars were a long time
ago.”

“Not long enough,” Sydney said as she shook her
head. “We have learned from the stories. Witches wield too much
power for any one person to possess, and not everyone may learn.”
She put a hand to her chest. “Whereas anyone may join the ranks of
the knights and learn the secrets of heartfire, and none of us can
wreak as much havoc as a witch might.”

He continued to look away. “She’s a good
person.”

Sydney’s heart went out to him, truly. No doubt the
witch had only helped Smythe’s loved one because she needed him,
but it would be hard for him to forget such a deed even if he knew
the witch had done it to obligate him.

“And now she’s leaving you and your crew to hang for
piracy,” Sydney said.

He nodded glumly, and she thought he might be coming
to his senses. But his face was stony as he met her gaze. “Aye, we
are thieves and murderers but not betrayers.”

With a sigh, Sydney stood. “Well, I suppose I must
admire you for that.” And she did, somewhat, but she was also angry
and tired, and her roiling stomach wasn’t helping either emotion.
She walked away and found a quiet spot on the deck, out of the way
of the busy sailors, and watched the horizon, trying to quiet her
insides.

She’d been on this witch’s trail for months now.
She’d heard the name of the Hawk before, but it only made her roll
her eyes. Witches always had delusions of grandeur, and it was just
like one to pick a stylish nickname. She should have been called
the Mouse or some other animal that was quick, mildly cunning, and
good at avoiding the rat catcher.

Sydney banged a fist on the ship’s rail. No, what
the witch should have done was leave Arnvild for good once she’d
gone into hiding. She should have contented herself with haunting
some other land rather than trying to force magic on a kingdom that
was done with it.

She should have kept her cursed spells to
herself.

With one blink, Sydney could recall the stench of
rotting flesh from the witch of Elion’s soldiers. They’d shambled
as if too far in their cups, but their cloudy eyes had been fixed
on Sydney and her fellows. They’d reached out with skeletal hands,
the skin sloughing off in great strips. The worst part had been the
lack of voices. The shamblers made no sound as they tottered
forward; they did not scream when stabbed or bludgeoned. They did
not stop until they were naught but a pile of bloodless pieces on
the ground, and then they twitched, silent but for the rasp their
small movements made among the dirt and leaves.

“Major Blakely?”

Sydney gasped, her eyes flying open. Her heart
pounded, and her mouth filled with bile, but at least it was from
the memories and not anything the sea had done to her. With a deep
breath, she returned to the present and turned to regard
Williamson, captain of the sloop.

Williamson’s pale brows were drawn down in worry,
and her ice-blue gaze roved over Sydney’s face. “Are you all
right?”

“Of course,” Sydney said, forcing a smile.

“You were gripping the rail so hard your hands were
white. If you’ve any seasickness, I have a remedy in my cabin.” Her
cheeks went a little pink. “Or…perhaps a distraction?” She licked
her lips, and the pinkness spread to her ears, a nice contrast to
her dark uniform. “A…a draught, that is. Though there are ways to
keep you occupied instead, if you prefer.” Now her eyes went wide.
“Books and such. I didn’t mean…me, though I could keep you
company.” The blush had reached her neck. “By conversation.”
She nearly yelled the last words, then bit her lip as if trying to
keep any other speech inside.

Sydney smiled. She was used to women becoming
tongue-tied around her, even sloop captains. An old girlfriend had
called it her aura of charisma, but Sydney didn’t know about that.
She thought the reaction was adorable, and she’d never been able to
resist it. She looked over the captain, who was probably in her
early thirties, just a little older than Sydney, and her crisp
uniform spoke of a tidy mind. She was petite but quite capable of
bellowing her crew into line, and she kept her pale blond hair in a
long braid down her back. She shifted under Sydney’s appraisal, but
her eyes lit up as if asking a question.

“I would like to sample this remedy of yours,”
Sydney said with a grin. “And you can call me Sydney.”

“Adele,” the captain said with a returning smile and
a renewed blush. “We put the pirate you were questioning down with
the others. To clear the deck, if that’s all right.”

“Perfectly. It’s my mission, but it’s your
ship.”

Adele giggled, then seemed appalled at herself. She
pressed a hand to her mouth, then cleared her throat. Sydney
wondered how long she’d been nursing a crush. They’d been traveling
together for weeks, but Adele had barely spoken to her. Maybe it
was only now that the mission was over that she felt she could
approach Sydney in a non-professional manner.

It made her all the more adorable.

“Let me give you a tour,” Adele said with a
wink.

Sydney followed her and kept herself from pointing
out the fact that she already knew the ship well. If Adele didn’t
want to say, “Let’s go have sex,” that was her prerogative, but
Sydney would have found such artlessness refreshing. Too many
people felt inhibited from saying what was on their minds. In the
end, Sydney supposed it didn’t matter. This encounter would be like
so many others, fleeting. Women loved her, enjoyed her company, and
she enjoyed theirs, but they always seemed to want her more as a
story than a longtime companion. Even those she called girlfriend
were relationships that had spanned months, not years.

The ship rocked slightly, pulling Sydney out of
another reverie. Adele turned toward her crew, eyes wide with
alarm, telling Sydney that this rocking wasn’t a normal movement on
the waves. When the motion came again, more forceful this time,
Sydney staggered, and several sailors did the same, one falling
from a mast to get tangled in the rigging.

“What in the name of the seven bells was that?”
Adele bellowed, marching toward the center of the deck. “Someone
get Nelson down from there.” She moved among the sailors, barking
questions, but no one seemed to know what had happened. Sydney
rushed to the side and looked over, but they raced along as before,
unbothered by any sea monsters or freak stretches of coral in the
middle of the deep.

She heard one of the sailors call that they should
check the bilge.

The prisoners were down there.

Sydney rushed for the hatch. If the rocking motion
meant they were taking on water, the prisoners would be the first
to drown. She had to get them up on the deck, sickened by the idea
of them screaming and dying while chained. True, most of them were
headed for the gallows, but some could be innocent, and they needed
a trial before being condemned. A few sailors ran after her as she
raced through the crew’s section and down another trapdoor into the
very bottom of the sloop.

She stopped, the darkness surrounding her along with
an eerie quiet. No sounds of rushing water, no clanking of chains
or coughs or murmurs. Maybe the witch had exacted vengeance and
turned the pirates into lifeless monsters that somehow still
walked, and they were even now rising and making their soundless
way toward her in the dark.

A sailor behind her lit a lamp, and she breathed a
sigh of relief when she saw no shambling horde. Then her mouth fell
open as she realized the reason for the silence.

The bilge was empty.

She took the lamp and held it high, but there was
nowhere to hide. The sailors spread out and searched the ship to no
avail. The larger ship that had belonged to the pirates also stood
empty of prisoners. None of them could have made it overboard
without first climbing to the decks and being seen.

They’d disappeared.

Sydney returned to the bilge and stared at where the
pirates had been shackled to one another. She’d begun to wonder if
she and the crew had hallucinated the pirates from the beginning,
when something small glimmered from the floor, half hidden in
shadow. She kneeled and reached for it, pulling forth a long
feather. Dark brown, it had lines of tan and white, and she didn’t
need a birding guide to know it: the tail feather of a hawk.


Chapter Two

Camille decided that the Knights of the Flame were
clearly enamored with two things, gilt and overcompensating.

Okay, maybe that was one thing.

Their entire headquarters was covered in gold leaf
and pompousness. The outside had been impressive enough, with
columns and banners and statues of famous knights. The marble foyer
with its carved, gilded ceiling had carried a certain majesty.

But this room. Wow.

A huge, round table dominated a large meeting room.
The furniture bore enough intricate carving to give a duster
nightmares. Ditto for the carved chairs with their plush, velvet
cushions embroidered with sparkling thread. Rich red and gold
banners hung from a high ceiling that shone with so much gold leaf,
the light coming through the stained-glass windows turned the room
into its own sun.

Camille couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d walked
into a dragon’s den. Sure, it was beautiful with all the hoarded
gold and gems, but at the heart of it lurked a dragon. The knights
might have been everything beautiful, but they were still
dangerous.

And now they wanted to know the fastest way to move
a large amount of people and goods the length of the kingdom of
Arnvild. They hadn’t explained why they needed to do such a
thing. It was probably some scheme to make their vast wealth even
vaster.

So, they’d sent for a master researcher from the
Grand Library to research solutions to their problem, and Camille
had been “volunteered” because of her knowledge about ancient
beasts, mythical creatures, and “everything weird.”

Weird like magic, which the knights would no doubt
need to achieve their purpose. Magic, which they loathed. And
hunted people for practicing.

Camille leaned back in her chair and fought not to
frown as Supreme Commander Sir Robert, head of the Order of the
Flame, reiterated his problem for the third time. The man was as in
love with the sound of his own voice as he was with the waxed
mustache he kept smoothing.

“How many troops?” she asked, interrupting. “Because
you’ll need—”

“A thousand,” Sir Robert said with a smile. “And the
necessary supplies, mounts, and equipment.”

“And you want them to arrive when?”

“No more than two days after they are ready for
travel. We must move quickly before—” One of the other knights
cleared her throat. Sir Robert smiled languidly. “We must move
quickly.”

Now the knights stared. Camille fought the urge to
squirm. It seemed she’d be left to wonder why an army needed to
cover a four-week distance in two days. To surprise someone? It
didn’t matter. Her childhood love of pixies and unicorns wouldn’t
help.

“Well,” Camille said slowly. “You’ll need ma—”

“If you’ve no more questions,” Sir Robert said as he
rose, prompting her to follow suit.

Camille opened her mouth to ask if she was either
dreaming or part of a terrible joke. It was all she could do not to
storm out. Someone who decried magic and hunted its practitioners
didn’t deserve help, but she’d get fired if she said so.

“We’ll assign a knight to you,” Sir Robert said,
“for any other questions you may have about weights or
measurements, that sort of thing.”

Camille put her hands on her hips, about to protest
that she did not need some great armored oaf lumbering behind her,
when one of the knights lingering on the edge of the room caught
her eye and smiled.

Camille’s protests blew away in the face of bright
blue eyes and blond hair that acted as a halo around a perfect
tanned face with a delicate, pointed chin. The knight wore a tabard
with a golden sunburst over a shirt of light mail and a tunic, but
Camille could tell by the way she moved that she had the lean
muscles of a panther. Her stride was powerful yet sensuous, and
when she extended a calloused hand and said, “Sydney Blakely, at
your service,” Camille could only babble.

“Yes, uh, good, um, thank you.” She took the hand
and was rewarded by a killer smile that outshone the thread of gold
on Sydney’s tabard. “I’m…Camille. I…” Shit, what did she do for a
living? “I’m…library. Yes, I work for the library.” Mortification
clogged her throat but helped clear her brain. Or was that from all
the blood rushing to her cheeks? “Master researcher,” she blurted.
“That’s…me. I’ve…had a lot of school.”

She wanted to die. Why hadn’t she learned how to do
that at will? She’d never had this much trouble around women
before. Even beautiful ones.

Sydney’s brows raised. “Lucky for us, then.” She
glanced down.

Camille followed her gaze to see her hand still
shaking Sydney’s as if it had a mind of its own. She snatched her
hand back and tried to laugh off her nerves, but the sound came out
somewhere between a shout and a donkey’s bray.

And it had a snort at the end. Death couldn’t come
soon enough.

Camille turned and headed for the exit, wanting to
run, but Sydney followed, and Camille nearly stumbled. Should they
walk together, or was the knight more of an escort, or—

Sydney caught up quickly, her long legs stretching
under tight trousers. “I’ve always wanted to see the library.”

“Why?” Camille cleared her throat, trying to keep
from snapping, but embarrassment always made her touchy. “I mean,
are you not from Kingston?”

“Sheffordshire. I only came to Kingston to join the
knights, and then there wasn’t time for much except training.” She
smiled again, and Camille forced herself not to stare at those
shapely lips.

This was a knight, she told herself. She didn’t like
knights because of their swagger and small-mindedness and chirpy
attitudes in the face of their own shortcomings. They thought every
problem could be settled with a sword or a pretty speech, and
Camille had no time for them. And it wasn’t as if Sydney was
that sexy. If Camille wanted a partner, she had plenty of
options. Maybe she’d stop by and see Anastasia in the records room.
She was always up for a—

They stepped outside, and Sydney ran a hand through
her chin-length hair, making it glint in the light. She turned her
face upward as if to welcome the sun, stretching her long neck and
exposing adorable, bite-worthy ears.

“Lunch?” Camille asked, more than a little
breathless.

Sydney’s returning smile had a hint of
lasciviousness that made Camille’s core tighten like a purse
string. “Absolutely.”

 


* * *

 


Sydney would have never guessed that her afternoon
would go quite as this one had. She’d neither dreaded nor looked
forward to serving as liaison to a master researcher. After her
adventure at sea, her failure to track down the Hawk, and her loss
of her prisoners, she was looking forward to doing nothing but
answering questions about her order’s needs or expounding upon the
strides they made to transform the world into something better. And
she’d heard that the library was beautiful inside. Anyone who
worked there would surely be excited at the possibility of
expanding her knowledge.

And maybe this assignment would keep her mind off
the catastrophe she’d made of her mission. Sir Robert had agreed
that she couldn’t have done anything more to keep her prisoners.
Magic was too unpredictable, and the Hawk was clearly more powerful
than they’d anticipated.

All the more reason why she had to be caught.

Sir Robert had seemed thoughtful when Sydney told
him how the witch had whisked the pirates away. Maybe he’d thought
it sounded like a fine solution to his current troop-moving
problem. Then he’d sighed, and she knew he’d come back to his
senses. Magic was never the answer. It was too much power for
anyone to wield.

When Sydney had first seen Camille, she’d begun to
enjoy her new assignment even more. Shorter than Sydney by a head,
Camille had a curvy, hourglass shape, and her dark blue dress clung
to her hips and breasts. The hem fluttered when she walked, as if
beckoning Sydney to follow. Her dark, tightly curled hair stretched
across her shoulders, though she kept the sides pulled back from
her dark, expressive face. Her eyes sparkled with intelligence, and
Sydney could have gotten lost in their rich brown color.

Sydney had discarded her best pickup lines in the
face of such beauty; no words were good enough, though she would
have loved to get to know her better. When Camille stuttered and
ducked her head, clearly embarrassed, Sydney wanted to sweep her
off her feet and kiss her senseless, just as when every other woman
became tongue-tied around her. When Camille asked her to lunch,
Sydney knew by the glint in her eye that she had more than food in
mind.

Ah, well, so much for conversation. Sydney knew
she’d enjoy the encounter very much, but she’d been hoping Camille
would at least want to talk first. Instead, Camille had led her
through the library’s foyer, her shoes clicking swiftly over the
marble floor. She’d thrown off a few comments about the history of
the place or the number of books, but when Sydney started toward
the acres of shelves and volumes, Camille tugged at her sleeve.

“There’s…something else I’d like to show you.” The
slight catch in her voice was still there, but Camille’s gaze said
she knew what she was about, and she wasn’t embarrassed anymore. It
was as close as any woman had come to saying what she really wanted
from Sydney in a long time.

Camille had stepped close to her and breathed deep,
and Sydney’s insides had ignited with need. “If this isn’t all
right,” Camille whispered, “you have only to say.”

It might have been foolish to respond with,
“Anything you wish is all right with me,” but Sydney said it
anyway. Her training sergeant would have said she was setting
herself up to be ambushed and kidnapped, but Camille only smiled
and led her to a small doorway off the side of the foyer. It was a
quick trip down a flight of stone stairs and into the dimness of
the library basement.

Camille rose on her tiptoes and touched her lips to
Sydney’s, and the rest was a blur of kissing and caressing, pausing
only long enough to get rid of Sydney’s mail, but they kept the
rest of their clothing on as they tumbled onto a group of rolled-up
tapestries that were probably priceless. Camille’s full lips
latched skillfully on to Sydney’s, and their tongues meshed as if
they’d been kissing for years.

Sydney caressed every inch of Camille that she could
reach, taking joy in the soft moans and purrs. When Sydney left off
kissing Camille’s mouth in order to attend to her flawless neck,
Camille took a shuddering breath and said, “We have to stop.”

Sydney paused and drew back, pulling her hand back
from where she’d been creeping up Camille’s skirt. “Too fast?’

Camille chuckled, and her warm breath tickled
Sydney’s neck. “Yes. And before you point it out, I know I started
this.”

Sydney grinned and pulled away farther so she could
see Camille’s face in the light from the dingy basement window. “I
would never complain about that round of kissing, even were it all
I had for the rest of my life.”

Camille blinked before her own smile came out.
“There’s the smoothness I’d expect from a knight.”

“Happy to oblige.” And she was. As much as she’d
enjoyed kissing Camille, the fact that Camille wanted to slow
things down, perhaps to have an actual conversation, tickled Sydney
from her head to her toes.

But when they were both on their feet, an awkward
silence descended. Sydney hefted her mail on one arm and took
Camille’s hand with the other. “Would you like to have lunch now?
I’m not that bad at conversation.”

Camille laughed, and a bit of the tense bubble
burst. “Yes, please.” She led Sydney out a back door and around a
corner of the street to where food vendors hawked their wares by a
large fountain in the middle of the square. The library rose behind
them in four, statue-adorned stories, topped with a copper dome
long gone to green; an impressive building.

Sydney couldn’t wait to see the rest of the inside.
Maybe since they’d been assigned to each other, this relationship
would last a bit, whether it included more kissing or not.

They bought meat pies and sat on the lip of the
fountain. At midday, quite a few people strolled the square,
eating, talking, or breathing the fresh air and avoiding the
pigeons who pecked for food amongst the cobblestones.

“I feel…guilty,” Camille said as she turned her
lunch in her hands. “The knights didn’t assign you to me so I could
maul you in the basement.”

Sydney shrugged, not certain how she felt about
someone being guilty for being with her. “I quite enjoyed the
mauling, and my superiors never have to know.”

Camille quirked an eyebrow. “I thought that Knights
of the Flame always told the truth.”

“Only when we speak.” Sydney winked before taking a
bite, careful not to let the grease run down her chin.

“Good to know.” After chewing a bite, Camille said,
“What Sir Robert wants is impossible without magic.”

Sydney coughed, certain she’d heard wrong. “Surely,
you remember who you’re talking to.”

“I know what your people think of magic, of
witches.” She held her pie in her lap as if she’d lost her
appetite, and her voice turned hard. “And I don’t need to do a
moment’s research to know he can’t move his troops so quickly
without magical aid.”

Sydney’s mind reeled, and she wondered just what
Camille was playing at. “I know it’s possible with magic,
but surely there are stories about other means—”

“No.”

“Examples from history?”

“About magic.”

“Anecdotes?” Sydney tried, her stomach
shrinking.

Camille’s smile was only a little sympathetic. “I’m
sure some people could tell a story or two, but if they don’t
include magic, they’re lying.”

“Magic is evil,” Sydney said flatly.

Camille stood, put her pie on the ground, and pushed
it into a flock of pigeons with her foot. They tore into it like
wolves. “One thing I can tell you from years of research is that,
throughout history, many people thought of various practices as
evil until they needed those same practices.”

Sydney didn’t know what to say. No one had ever
disagreed with the tenets of her order so flatly. Camille’s gaze
was hard, unwavering. There was nothing against the law about
having such opinions, but…

Sydney sighed and looked at the ground, her own
appetite waning as she thought again of Elion and the shambling
dead. “Allow magic in one circumstance, and you will find reasons
to use it in others, and then the Witch Wars will happen all over
again.”

Camille sighed and brushed Sydney’s shoulder, a
slight amount of sympathy coming through her anger, as if she
couldn’t stand to see someone upset, even someone she vehemently
disagreed with. “I’m sorry I kissed you before I told you all that.
I understand if you want to go home.”

Sydney’s heart warmed. At least Camille didn’t
insist she leave. “I’m not sorry. And I suppose I should be
grateful for your honesty, but…” No doubt even a master researcher
made mistakes from time to time. In all these tales Camille
referenced, someone had to find a way to achieve the seemingly
impossible without relying on the same power that disturbed the
rest of the dead. “Would you show me the stories you’re talking
about?”

“Where magic accomplished great deeds? Of course.”
Her smile bloomed anew, and she glanced wistfully at where her
lunch had disappeared.

Sydney stood and offered Camille a bite of pie as
they returned to the library. Sydney let herself enjoy the
afternoon again. Camille was beautiful and clearly intelligent and
only a little misguided. Sydney could bring her around as she never
could have brought the pirate captain; they’d find a non-magical
solution, and one more person would be brought into the light.

And maybe one of Camille’s history books would have
a clue about where witches chose to hide when they went to ground,
and Sydney could get back on the trail of the Hawk.

 


* * *

 


Camille set yet another book in front of Sydney,
delighting in the fact that someone wanted to learn. This entire
day had been full of surprises.

And not just because of the kissing. Camille hadn’t
spent time frantically snogging in the basement since she’d been a
teenager, but there was something irresistible about Sydney. It was
more than just good looks. She radiated…something. Honesty or
dedication, maybe. Camille could tell from their brief talk by the
fountain that Sydney truly believed magic to be evil, and she
seemed saddened by some memory or maybe by the lessons she’d
learned at the chapterhouse. Camille had expected haughty anger;
Sydney’s face had shown genuine pain. With that, Camille doubted
Sydney would change her mind quickly, but no one could maintain the
stubborn idea that magic was wholly evil after being presented with
so much evidence to the contrary.

“Um,” Sydney said, and the quiet word seemed to
reverberate in the silent library. She gestured to the stack of
books Camille had put in front of her. “I don’t know if I can get
through all this.”

Camille was about to say, “It’s only eight,” but
stopped herself. Not everyone read so much that they’d dreamed of
becoming a master researcher since the age of ten. “We’ll start
with this one.” She took the first leather-bound book off the stack
and opened it on the table’s scratched, well-worn surface. The
library took pride in its battered furniture and carpets, leaving
the inspiring awe to the marble floors of the foyer or the richly
painted frescoes and ceilings.

Camille sat beside her and tried to ignore her scent
of leather, metal oil, and sandalwood. Kissing time was over; this
was work. “Here is the history of the Battle of Bourjon when the
Coven of the Moon helped turn the tide in Arnvild’s favor.”

Sydney leaned forward, frowning, but her eyes didn’t
scan the page as if reading. Camille kept her temper in check and
turned to an illumination of the scene, showing the witches
hovering above the battle and throwing handfuls of tiny objects
onto the enemy. “These seeds broke open as they landed,” Camille
said, “creating vines that held the enemy fast.”

Sydney sighed. “I’d wager that the Arnvild soldiers
who also got tangled in vines didn’t praise the witches.”

Camille wanted to grind her teeth, but Sydney’s
words weren’t snide, just doubtful, and Camille reminded herself
that they had a lot of indoctrination to undo. She opened another
book and put it on top of the first.

“All right, let’s look at something less gruesome.
This tells of a great flood in Perdue, when the sea rose and
battered the coastal village. The Spring Coven helped evacuate the
trapped and injured.” She cleared her throat and read, “‘They came
from the south and lifted the people up as they cried out for aid.
The witches soothed their wounded bodies and carried those
encircled by the raging waters.’ How about that?”

Sydney frowned harder. “I can only wonder why the
witches didn’t stop the flood to begin with.”

Camille tried to swallow her irritation, but before
she could answer, Sydney held up a hand.

“I’m not trying to be difficult,” Sydney said. “Such
questions are the exact problem with magic. Once it is introduced,
it becomes the solution to everything, luring people to become ever
more powerful, and then—”

“I know, I know. The Witch Wars. But magic is just a
tool, and in the right hands…”

“Show me these ‘right hands,’” Sydney said. “I can’t
think of anyone I’d trust with that much power.”

“I would show you,” Camille said, her temper
rising further. “But there are no witches left in Arnvild.”
Not precisely true. She knew of at least one. Not personally, but
she knew people who knew people, and so on. She shook her head,
determined that Sydney would never know about any of them, not with
her stubbornness. “But there are still witches outside this
kingdom, and the world hasn’t burned down.”

After another sigh, Sydney smiled. “I don’t wish to
fight, Camille. It’s just…” She paused as if searching for the
right words. “I was taught that magic disrupts the natural order of
things, that those who became powerful enough to tinker with the
weather actually caused floods like the one in Perdue.”

“There’s no proof of that,” Camille said. “And
moving a thousand troops across the kingdom in two days is also
against the natural order of things.”

Sydney chuckled. “I actually thought that myself.”
She lifted her hands. “Please, don’t tell Sir Robert.”

Camille couldn’t help smiling back. “Why does he
want to move his troops so quickly?”

“Only the highest-ranking knights are allowed to
know, and I am a lowly major.”

“Goodness. You’re practically a page.”

Sydney put a hand to her chest as if wounded. “A
squire, at least.”

Camille laughed, then quieted as a passing patron
gave her a dark look. “All right, but if I find a squire who knows
more about the history of magic than you, you’re back to being a
page.”

Sydney took her hand and rubbed a calloused thumb
over her knuckles. “I enjoy talking with you even if we’re
arguing.”

“Me, too,” Camille said, feeling the heat rise in
her cheeks again. She forced the feeling down. It wouldn’t do any
more good than her anger would. “But nothing changes the fact that
Sir Robert needs magic to do what he wants.”

With a great sigh, Sydney put her hands behind her
head and stretched in her seat. “Even if he would ever accept that,
there are no witches here.”

Camille pressed her lips together to keep from
speaking; it was in her nature to correct misinformation, but she
couldn’t this time. “Let me show you a few more books.” She took
another book off the pile, determined.

A few became a handful, which turned into a slew,
then a torrent. Their lamp burned out of oil at last, and they sat
in near darkness with a lone candle. Soon, the sun streaming
through the windows died to almost nothing, and the Kingston bells
sounded, announcing dusk. Time for the library to close.

Camille had enjoyed arguing with Sydney. Their
debates never turned personal, though Camille could have offered a
few choice insults about the Knights of the Flame. But Sydney
espoused their good works, of which they had done quite a
few. As she pointed out, there was far less poverty after their
social programs and less crime in the face of their patrols. They
pitched in to stop every fire and volunteered at every
festival.

But some knights weren’t as open to discussion as
Sydney. Some had called for all knowledge of magic and
witches to be purged, and that would only happen if Camille was in
her grave. “I think that’s enough for one day,” she said before
such thoughts could get the better of her tongue.

Sydney frowned as they stood. “Already?”

Camille’s bad thoughts blew away at the question.
She smiled. “I’ve had a good time, too.”

“Where do these go?” Sydney asked as she returned
the smile and began to gather the books.

“Leave them. We’ll never get them put away before
closing. I’ll do it tomorrow.”

“All right. I’ll help you.”

“Oh? Will you be here tomorrow?” Her chest warmed at
the thought.

Sydney’s eyes caught a bit of the fading light and
sparkled. “Well, I haven’t finished my assignment.” Before
Camille’s hopes could fall, Sydney added, “And I don’t want to be
anywhere else.”

Camille felt the warmth in her cheeks, and her heart
picked up the pace. She knew she shouldn’t ask the question she
wanted to ask, not when they were so divided by their beliefs, but
she couldn’t stop herself from saying, “Dinner?”

A slow smile spread over Sydney’s face, and Camille
thought she caught a hint of some other emotion in the way her lips
twitched, a bit of sadness, perhaps, before Sydney turned away.
“I’d love to.”

Camille threaded her arm through Sydney’s and headed
for the exit. If Sydney was at all concerned about the tales of
magic she’d learned that day, Camille knew just how to cheer
her.


Chapter Three

Sydney sat up slowly, trying not to wake Camille, but
luckily, Camille slept like the dead. She snorted softly before
rolling over and pulling the sheet higher on her shoulder. Sydney
grinned and eased out from the covers. The first bell of the day
hadn’t sounded, which meant dawn hadn’t yet broken. She didn’t want
to sneak away like a thief, but she needed a change of clothes and
a wash before the day started again.

Camille’s apartment was small and narrow, only two
rooms plus a small water closet. Sydney visited that before
collecting her clothes and tiptoeing out of the bedroom and into
the sitting room, which held a table and chairs and a small stove.
She penned a quick note to Camille explaining her absence and added
a lot of compliments bound to make any abandoned lover smile.

Sydney’s heart was a little heavy as she dressed and
left. She’d enjoyed her day with Camille immensely, and the night
had been fantastic, but part of her had hoped they’d postpone the
lovemaking for more conversation. Once they were behind closed
doors, Camille had practically leaped on her.

Sydney told herself she was being ungracious with
her thoughts. Anyone would be lucky to spend a night in Camille’s
arms, but she couldn’t help a bit of wistfulness as she pictured
the two of them getting to know each other beyond their opinions on
magic.

The thought made her sigh as she hurried through the
lightening streets to the chapterhouse and her own room. She’d been
hoping to spot an inconsistency in the tales of witches and magic,
something that would give her a clue as to how Sir Robert’s plan
might be carried out through non-magical means, but she’d come up
short, dash it all. She kept thinking about the pirates
disappearing from the hold. A witch had clearly cracked Sir
Robert’s problem, but he couldn’t very well go to one and ask for
help, especially not a witch his knights had hunted as long as the
Hawk.

Sydney used her key to access the back chambers of
the chapterhouse. Once she’d washed and changed in her room, she
walked toward the great hall to see if she could scrounge some
breakfast before she had to meet Camille at the library again.

“Major Blakely?”

Sydney turned in the hall and bowed as Sir Robert
strode toward her. “Good morning, sir.”

He nodded before heading past her into the dining
room, and she wondered if he only stopped her so he could get there
first, but he made a quick gesture to his side, and she joined him
at his right as he sat at the head of the table.

“How goes the research?” he said as the servants
laid warm plates and cups of coffee before them. He didn’t wait for
Sydney’s answer before lifting the covers off several dishes,
revealing hard-boiled eggs, mutton, and some kind of fish. He began
heaping his plate with everything while Sydney asked for toast.

“The research is what we expected, sir,” Sydney
said. “Magic and little else.”

“Hmm.” He chewed thoughtfully, staring at nothing.
“Bit like your prisoners, eh?”

Sydney bit the inside of her cheek to keep from
explaining yet again that she hadn’t known witches could do such
things as whisk people away. Of course, if she had known, what
could she have done? Lashed them to the deck instead of to each
other? So the Hawk would have to take the entire ship? Sydney
sighed. She was beginning to see a little of Camille’s point. The
knights needed to learn more about witches, if only to see what was
possible.

“The Hawk seems very powerful, sir,” she
mumbled.

“She could probably move our troops in a
twinkling.”

Sydney coughed as she sipped her coffee, and
stinging droplets spattered her hand. She managed to set her cup
down before Sir Robert leaned forward and delivered two great
thwacks across her shoulders.

“Better see the sawbones if that cough gets any
worse, Major. In the meantime, ask our master researcher about this
Hawk, see if she knows where the witch can be found.”

Sydney shook her head. “I don’t think the master
researcher would help us arrest—”

“See if anyone at the library knows how to contact
her,” Sir Robert said as if he hadn’t heard. “Makes sense you
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