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      After awakening in a castle, bound and at the mercy of her captor, Voletta has every reason to fear the mysterious man holding her in his arms. Instead, his brooding presence intrigues her, and his hard body excites her. However attracted she is, she must escape before he discovers her dark secret…but then she learns he has one of his own.
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      “We’ll all be dead by morning.” Martin’s voice quavered as he emptied another glass of Frau Sophie’s precious peach schnapps.

      “Who’d have guessed it’d be nigh on impossible to find a virgin in this valley?” his companion said.

      “Pah! Even my own daughter,” Martin moaned. “What’s the world coming to, Edgard? Young women giving themselves like barmaids…”

      Edgard’s shoulders slumped. “I tell you it was the last May Day celebration. The bürgermeister should never have let Sophie provide the drink.”

      “We should have locked every last one of the unmarried maidens in a cellar.”

      “Well, no use grousing.” Martin set down his glass. “We have a problem. Now’s the time for clear thinking.”

      “There’s no solution. The village will disappear, swallowed by Hell itself when we fail to provide his bride.” Edgard’s reddened eyes widened. “Couldn’t we mount a raid on Fulkenstein down the valley…take a girl or two…”

      “There’s no time left. We only had the new moon to give that devil his due. It ends tomorrow night. We’d never be back in time.”

      Edgard shook his head, sighing. “We’ve failed. Daemonberg will be no more. Best get the women packing tonight so we can flee come morning. A thousand years of prosperity and health—gone for the lack of a single maidenhead.”

      “We’re doomed, I tell you.” Martin lifted the schnapps bottle and tilted it over his glass. He gave it a shake, and then slammed it down on the table. Turning toward the bar, he shouted, “Sophie, liebchen, bring us another bottle, will you?”

      As he turned back to his friend, he saw a woman step through the doorway of the inn. Her beauty arrested him—far prettier than any of the strapping blond women of the village, this one was slender, with delicate features and deep reddish-brown hair that glinted like fire in the torchlight, rather like the bay he’d bid on and lost at an auction in early spring.

      He elbowed Edgard beside him. “Look there.”

      Both men turned to stare at the young woman entering.

      “Where’s her escort?” Edgard whispered.

      “She looks wary. I’d wager she’s on her own.”

      They shared a charged glance, shoulders straightening.

      “What do you suppose the chances are she’s a virgin?” Edgard asked softly.

      “She’s beyond fair. What man would care whether he was her first just so long as he’s her last? Besides, what other options have we?”

      Sophie slammed another bottle in the center of the table and gave them a scathing glance. “If you go home to your wives legless with drink, I’ll not take the blame.”

      “We’ll have just one more glass,” Martin assured her, reaching around to pat her rump. “For the road. We’ve business to attend.”

      Sophie rolled her eyes and turned, her ample hips rolling as she walked across the room to greet the young woman who waved her away.

      “If they only knew the solemn duty we perform,” Martin whispered. “They’d call us heroes.”

      Only they could never tell a soul. That too was part of their sacred oath, handed down from father to son.

      Edgard poured them both another drink, then lifted his glass. “To another hundred years of peace and wealth.”

      Martin lifted his glass with one hand and crossed himself with the other. “To the fair maiden with the red hair—God rest her soul.”
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      Voletta felt faint with alarm; her stomach was in knots. I can’t have lost it. Someone must know where it is!

      But what were the chances anyone here would just give it back to her? She didn’t have any gold to offer as a reward for its return. She’d already had to steal the voluminous cloak she wore so she wouldn’t walk naked into their midst.

      She stepped deeper into the entrance.

      “Hullo, Miss,” an elderly gentleman said as he approached, his avid gaze sliding over her hair.

      She clutched the edges of the cloak, only too aware its thick folds hid her nudity. “Good evening, sir.”

      “You’re a stranger here.”

      Her nose twitched at the sour smell of liquor and unwashed skin that emanated from him. Not many men believed in the value of a thorough cleansing.

      If only she hadn’t been so fastidious herself, she might never have paused beside the gurgling brook and then noted the thick green curtain of foliage that rendered the glade an irresistible temptation.

      “Miss, are you looking for someone?” he asked, his gaze looking beyond her shoulder furtively.

      She took a deep breath. How to explain? “I lost something.”

      “Yes?” he said, quickly. “Perhaps we can help you find it. Why don’t you come and have a seat? Can I take your cloak?”

      “No!” she said, holding tightly to her purloined cloak. “I’m chilled. And I won’t be staying long. I’ve just come to make an inquiry.”

      “Come along, now,” he cajoled. “You must join my friend, Edgard and myself. I am Martin, by the way. I promise we are as harmless as we are hospitable. We might even be able to help.”

      The old fellow seemed a friendly sort, although she didn’t feel quite comfortable with the way his gaze kept searching her face.

      “Come, come. You seem overset. Have a wee drink with us—just to warm you up. Then we’ll help you find whatever you’ve lost.”

      Unused to talking to men, to anyone for any length really, she tried to demur. “I really shouldn’t. I must keep looking.”

      A frown drew his thick peppered brows together, then quickly faded as once again he smiled. “What is it you’ve lost?”

      She nibbled her bottom lip, then blurted. “My fur. I’ve lost my fox fur.”

      “A fox fur, you say?” His glance slid away, and his gnarled fingers scratched his head. “Was it part of a garment?”

      “No…not yet. It was…a gift. I need it back.”

      “Come along. Edgard purchases furs. Although one fur is hardly distinguishable from another.”

      “Oh, mine was quite unique,” she murmured.

      She let him lead her to a table at the rear of the establishment. Another man stood, younger than his companion, with a large round belly and ruddy cheeks. He drew up a chair and indicated that she should sit.

      “No,” Voletta said, holding out a hand. “I really should be on my way.”

      “But your fur…” the elderly man beside her began.

      Each passing moment deepened her unease. “I’m sure I just missed it in the darkness. I’ll retrace my steps.”

      “A fur, did you say?” the fat man said, giving a pointed glare at his companion. “Where did you leave it?”

      “Beside a brook. I put it down for only a moment.”

      “Today?”

      “Yes, just before dark.”

      His gaze sharpened. “A fine fur, was it? Unblemished by any trap’s teeth?”

      “Of course!” she said, feeling hope at the man’s brightening expression.

      “And red as your hair, miss?”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact, it is.”

      “I saw just such a fur. The bürgermeister brought it to me. My wife is even now sewing it onto a fine cloak.”

      “Sewing it?” she asked, pressing her hand to her belly.

      “Yes, as part of dowry for a nobleman.”

      Voletta reached for the man’s arm. “I must have it back.”

      The heavy man dropped his gaze to her hand, then reached up slowly to pat it. “And you shall. We will go to my shop in a moment. Would you have a drink with us first?”

      Relief made her light-headed, and she nodded. “But quickly, please.”

      “Of course. Don’t fret yourself.”

      Voletta accepted the beaker the older man handed her and took only a sip, then set her glass on the table. “Sir, I apologize for rushing you, but could we please go retrieve my fur.”

      “Of course.” He stared expectantly. “How are you feeling?”

      Voletta shook her head. “Fine, can we go now?” Only she didn’t feel fine. Her head swam. The men before her seemed to teeter and stretch. “How odd,” she said, her voice sounding to her own ears as though it rose from the bottom of a deep well.

      “Best get her out of here, Edgard, before she topples.”

      “Come, miss. You wanted to see my shop…?”

      She tugged at the collar of her cloak. “S’warm.”

      “Catch her!”

      

      “Seems a shame. A beautiful girl like her.”

      The voice, Edgard’s, she remembered, came from right beside her.

      “Just get the trunk off the cart,” Martin whispered harshly.

      Voletta tried to lift her head, but the movement made her nauseous. She pried open her eyelids and found herself looking down at a rutted track. Graying daylight stabbed like tiny daggers at the backs of her eyes.

      The air around her was damp and cold. Her skin prickled… She was naked! A fog had rolled in, droplets catching on her breasts and cheeks. The bastards had taken her stolen cloak.

      She forced up her head and stared after the men riding atop a cart rolling down a long, steep trail. Then she noticed other things. Her hands were tied behind her, and a rope was wound around her waist to keep her standing against a pole.

      She pulled at the ropes around her wrists to no avail
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