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      Black Wind, the Mongols hailed him. Swift, fierce and proud. Yet Kira looked upon Thierry de Pereille and saw, not a man marked by legend, but a warrior who had taken her from the life she knew…to a place of passion beyond her wildest dreams.

      The woman was a witch. Truly, who else could make pearls drop from her mouth? Or ensnare a man with nothing more than a touch? Yet, even as he fought the power that bound them together, Thierry knew he could not deny that the gentle Kira was his destiny.

      

      “Another dazzling Delacroix delicacy!”—Affaire de Coeur
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      This edition of Pearl Beyond Price has been revised from the original published version and includes new scenes.
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s always interesting to revisit an older book and prepare a new edition. Pearl Beyond Price was originally published in 1995 with a cover by Judy York. Although it was never officially part of a series, I called it book 2 of the Unicorn Trilogy and you’ll find that designation on sites like Goodreads. The series grew organically, though. At the end of Unicorn Bride, Dagobert and Alienor leave France for Asia, when it is revealed that Alienor has eastern blood. This leaves their future somewhat uncertain, and I heard quickly from readers who wanted more.

      Pearl Beyond Price is the story of Dagobert and Alienor’s son, Thierry, who is estranged from his parents at the beginning of his book. He has left home to seek his fortune. Knowing of his lineage through his mother, he has joined the Mongols and is making a claim to be khan. When I wrote this book initially, I was taking a university course about Medieval Persia, which was fascinating, and learned a lot about the Mongols and their society. You’ll find a good bit of that history in this book.

      There are also changes in this edition from the original published version of Thierry and Kira’s book. When revising the book, I realized that I didn’t find the ending as satisfactory as I wanted it to be. Like Unicorn Bride, the original version of Pearl Beyond Price left many questions about the protagonists’ future—Thierry and Kira were together, but there was uncertainty about many other details. Also, Eustache died in defense of Kira in that version, which I wanted to change. (I really like Eustache and even a noble death just didn’t seem right for him.) After Chapter Eleven, there are many changes and new scenes in this new edition of the book, which you may notice if you remember the original. If you didn’t read the original, I suspect you’ll like this version. I much prefer it!

      In terms of history, in Pearl Beyond Price, Thierry takes a message from Abaqa, the khan, to the king of France, proposing an alliance between the Mongols and the Franks to oust the Muslims from Jerusalem. Although the name of the messenger is unknown, and the message in question never made it to Paris, this alliance was proposed by the Mongols and a message was sent. King Louis IX had a number of exchanges with Mongol khans, none of which came to fruition. As is mentioned here, Louis did depart from the harbor of Aigues-Mortes on crusade in July 1270. This was his second crusade—during the first, he was captured by the Mamluks and ransomed in 1250—but this time, Louis died in Tunis. His son, Philip, ascended to the throne.

      This edition of Pearl Beyond Price has a wonderful new cover by Dar Albert, which I just love. She also did the cover for the new edition of Unicorn Bride, which is available in both print and digital editions.

      There was originally a third book in the Unicorn Trilogy, Unicorn Vengeance, which follows the adventure of Thierry and Kira’s daughter, Gabrielle. At this point, that book is unavailable new, although you might find a mass market copy for sale in a used bookstore. If it is republished, it will need a complete rewrite first and a title change, so it’s not on my immediate To Do list. I think I have left the Pereille’s in a good place with the ending of this book.

      There is a Pinterest page for the Unicorn Trilogy, right here, including a board specifically for Pearl Beyond Price. You can have a peek at some of my inspiration there.

      To keep up to date with my new releases, sales and other news, please follow my blog at http://delacroix.net or subscribe to my monthly newsletter, Knights & Rogues. Subscribers receive bonus content as well as an inside peek behind my creative process.

      Thank you for reading my books! I hope you enjoy Thierry and Kira’s story!

      All my best—

      Claire

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “May you live in interesting times.”

          

          —Ancient curse
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        Maragha—in modern Azerbaijan—February 1265

      

      

      Chinkai’s body was as cold as the dawn.

      Thierry gritted his teeth at the volume of spilled blood, knowing that he would never grow used to the killing.

      The first light of dawn did nothing to warm the air, though the meager illumination revealed the pallor of the old warrior’s skin. Chinkai had been dead for some hours, perhaps since the previous evening. Thierry recalled that the older man had left the khan’s funeral celebrations and not returned. It had not seemed of import then.

      ’Twas beyond doubt that Chinkai had been murdered. The copious quantity of dried blood staining his kalat revealed that his end had been violent, never mind the vicious slash across his throat. Indeed, it seemed the old warrior’s eyes were still filled with shock at the suddenness of his own demise.

      Thierry forced himself to touch the older man’s flesh. ’Twas as cold as stone.

      He had expected nothing else, but still his bile rose. He averted his gaze and surveyed the silent camp, seeking some hint of what had transpired. He suspected he would find none. There was just Chinkai, dead and alone on the grassy plain.

      Chinkai and Thierry had one thing in common and Thierry could not forget as much in this moment. He eyed the corpse as though willing it to confirm or deny his fears.

      Both of them had aspired to be khan.

      Had Chinkai died for his ambition?

      Would Thierry be next?

      The old khan was dead and opportunity was ripe for the selection of a successor. There were only three candidates within the tribe. The third, Abaqa, was the son of the old khan. His lineage gave no guarantees—for a khan was chosen by merit—but Abaqa was known to be ambitious.

      Chinkai drew breath no longer, which made Thierry wonder the extent of Abaqa’s ambition.

      He jumped at the muffled sound of a footfall, and pivoted, only to meet the bright gaze of Abaqa himself. Thierry stiffened warily and hoped nothing of his doubt showed in his expression.

      Was he to join Chinkai this very morn?

      “Too much drinking for our old comrade?” Abaqa inquired, his tone cheerful.

      Thierry met the speculation in the other man’s gaze and knew Abaqa saw more than his words revealed. “Hardly that,” he replied. “His throat has been slit.”

      “Ah.” Abaqa jammed his thumbs into his belt as he paused beside the pair. Thierry was forced to tilt back his head from where he squatted to hold the other man’s gaze. “Perhaps a squabble over a woman,” Abaqa suggested with disinterest.

      “I should think not,” Thierry said.

      Abaqa’s brows rose. “Perhaps you should think so,” he murmured.

      It seemed Thierry had guessed aright. He let his gaze drop to Chinkai and willed his heart to slow. ’Twas evident he was being threatened, though Thierry would know clearly how or why. Should Abaqa be behind Chinkai’s death, Thierry would hear the threat fall in full from the man’s lips. He straightened slowly and braced his own hands on his hips, savoring his height advantage over Abaqa.

      “Indeed?” he asked.

      “Indeed.” Abaqa’s dark eyes narrowed as he assessed Thierry. “’Twould seem to be unhealthy not to share my opinion these days.”

      “Your sire has been dead only three days and you have no promise of the khanate.”

      Abaqa’s brows arched high. “Nay?” he asked with feigned surprise. “Do you then believe the best-qualified man will hold the position?”

      “It has always been thus.”

      Abaqa laughed at Thierry’s surety. “Nay,” he whispered. “It has always been the survivor who became khan and none other.” His eyes widened slightly as he watched Thierry consider the claim, then he stepped back and glanced at the fallen man with open disgust. “Fool,” he muttered, the single word telling Thierry to be on his guard.

      He had best take to sleeping with an eye open.

      That bright gaze swiveled unexpectedly to meet Thierry’s regard once more, though this time a mocking smile played on Abaqa’s lips. “No one else need see this but you,” he whispered.

      A chill slid down Thierry’s spine but he refused to look away. “Chinkai’s absence will be noticed,” he commented.

      Abaqa’s smile broadened. “My father will be buried in the full Mongol tradition. Who will know if one human sacrifice is colder than the others?”

      He would feign a sacrifice to cover his crime? Thierry was shocked that even Abaqa could be so callous. But one glimpse of the determination in the other man’s expression told Thierry that he would be a fool to underestimate the other man’s resolve.

      “You cannot do this thing,” Thierry protested, knowing the futility of his objection even as he made it.

      “Nay, I can and will have it done. I, however, will be occupied with becoming khan.” Abaqa eyed Thierry. “Which is why you will do this,” he added. “For your new khan. I trust you will do it well.”

      “You cannot know that you will be khan,” Thierry argued. Abaqa leaned closer, his sharp scent invading Thierry’s nostrils with a vengeance.

      “I will be khan,” Abaqa growled. “And you will cede to me, one way or the other, just as Chinkai did. Do you understand our ways that much, outsider?” This last was delivered with a sneer.

      Outsider. Despite all Thierry had done and all the years he had labored for the exaltation of the tribe. How many assaults had he led? How many successful forays had he planned? And all of it meant nothing because of the taint of his mixed blood. Anger rose within Thierry that he should be so threatened when all he had aspired to achieve was so close to his grasp.

      “Kubilai himself once told me that no man could be called an outsider when the legacy of Chinggis Khan’s blood ran in his veins,” Thierry said.

      Abaqa laughed, and the brittle sound carried far in the morning air. “That same lineage runs in my veins, as you know well.” His lip curled before he continued. “But ’tis not thinned with western swill.”

      The two men’s gazes locked and held for a charged moment. “Face the truth, Qaraq-Böke,” Abaqa muttered. “The best man will be khan and that man will be me. You will kiss my boot or not live to tell the tale.’ ’

      Clearly, unless Thierry was willing to adopt Abaqa’s tactics, the khanate would not be his. He dared not look at Chinkai, though the fallen warrior’s image was clear in his thoughts.

      He was not willing to pay that price. He could not slaughter Abaqa to ensure his own ascendancy.

      At the same moment Thierry realized he was not prepared to kill for the khanate, he saw that Abaqa would stop at nothing to be khan. Thierry would be wise to mind his back, at least until Abaqa was certain of his ascendancy.

      And until Thierry decided what path he would take from here.

      “I will see to Chinkai,” Thierry conceded.

      Abaqa’s grin widened, displaying his array of yellowed teeth. “My father always did consider you an intelligent man,” he said softly. “Perhaps he was right about something.” He winked, then turned and returned to the camp with a light step. Thierry watched the older man go as he struggled to rein in his anger. He knew he had little choice. His own pride to the contrary, his only real option was to do Abaqa’s bidding.

      At least for the time being.

      He fought against the disappointment that filled him. He had worked so long for nothing.

      But Thierry had waited for his opportunity before and it seemed he would wait for it again. Time could only strengthen his position, and he was yet young. Even without his intervention, Abaqa could not live forever.

      Thierry could afford to wait. He would continue to serve the tribe loyally. He would follow Abaqa’s bidding. He would form another plan. And one day, the fate that he coveted would be his alone. It was his destiny.

      But on this morning, there was Chinkai. The camp was stirring to life and Thierry bent to bear Chinkai away. He understood only too well that failure in any task Abaqa assigned to him would be seen as a sign of disloyalty to the new khan.

      Thierry had no intention of granting Abaqa such an easy triumph.
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      Far across the plains of Asia, a man awakened abruptly in the night. His thoughts were filled with ghostly visions of angry unicorns. Their manes were snarled and their hooves tore impatiently at the ground. They surrounded him and set his heart to furious pounding.

      He tossed and turned and finally tore himself from sleep. His palms were damp. His heart was racing. The sound of his ragged breathing filled the room. He stared at the ceiling and fancied he still saw their blazing eyes.

      He shivered to his marrow. A dream. ’Twas no more than a dream.

      Dagobert clutched the coverlet as he struggled to calm himself in the quiet of the house. To his astonishment he realized that ’twas heavy red samite that filled his hands, not the cotton coverlet he knew should be there.

      He needed not to look to know ’twas the banner of his house, the one he knew to be safely stored away.

      But look he did.

      ’Twas that very one. ’Twas the banner graced by the image of a single prancing unicorn that was inexplicably unfurled over the bed. His heart missed a beat as panic uncoiled within him. What did it mean? Why had the dream come to him?

      The moonlight played tricks with his sight, for the embroidered gems encircling the beast’s brow appeared as pearls in its otherworldly glow. Dagobert knew that Alienor had chosen blood red floss for her work, so that the gems would look like rubies. He blinked, his heart raced, but the vision remained stubbornly unchanged.

      He exhaled shakily and surveyed his slumbering wife, noting how the moonlight traced the filigree of silver in her dark tresses. The vestiges of his dream made him seek out the echo of his lost son’s features in Alienor’s face. When he found what he sought, he closed his eyes against the pain of recollection.

      Dagobert had promised his son just one thing but that one deed was yet undone. How he hated a task unfulfilled. Was this dream a reminder of that failure?

      Dagobert looked to his sleeping wife once more. For a moment he feared that she was as insubstantial as the capricious moonlight, the ghostly pearls, and his lost son. He tentatively touched one fingertip to her cheek, uncertain what he might feel.

      The warm satin of Alienor’s skin reassured him, as always it had. He exhaled and let his fingertips slide over her cheek in a slow caress as determination filled him anew.

      They had come so far, and they had lost so much, yet this one greatest treasure remained his. His Alienor remained by his side, her hand in his, her love as constant as the rhythm of day and night. Dagobert smiled and closed his eyes, willing his memory to conjure the tang of salt air that had teased his nostrils in his dream.

      That had been a welcome detail. ’Twas the smell of home. ’Twas the smell of the wind blowing over the high walls of his ancestral home of Montsalvat. He had been too long without the bite of that wind.

      Suddenly Dagobert knew with utter conviction that his son still lived and that he would find Thierry at Montsalvat. That was, without doubt, the message his dream bore. His eyes flew open, though this time he saw only the ceiling arched above the bed.

      At Montsalvat, he could tell the boy of his heritage. At Montsalvat alone, he could complete the task that had been set before him. Only there could he happily pass from this world, should his time deign to come. Resolution flooded through him and he gathered Alienor close to his side, anticipation growing within him.

      ’Twas time to go home. And should the ghosts of the past demand to be confronted, Dagobert would meet them at Montsalvat.
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      Back in Languedoc, far west of both Thierry and Dagobert, the rising sun gilded the blue of the Mediterranean and burnished the ramparts of a fortress perched high in the hills. In the stables of that fortress, name of Montsalvat, an old knight urged a goat kid into the world.

      It was proving to be a good spring, for this kid was neither first nor last. There would be milk in ample quantities this year. He turned the new arrival, showing the young goatherd how to clean the mucus from the creature’s nostrils before he noticed the deformity.

      The beast had but one nub where a horn would grow.

      Eustache’s breath caught in his throat at the portent, for it could be nothing else. He reached out and touched the creature’s damp brow, ignoring the mother’s bleat of protest.

      ’Twas time again. Twenty years had passed since a goat had been born thus at Montsalvat. Twenty years. He had almost begun to fear that he would not live to see the next attempt of the lost kings of Rhedae to regain their legacy.

      But there was no mistaking the meaning of this oddity. ’Twas rare that the beast who graced the standard of the Pereilles came to life, and when it did so, especially here at the family’s home, all knew to be prepared.

      Eustache let anticipation fill him as he stroked the newborn’s brow. ’Twas time again to stake the ancient claim that had long been denied. He would indeed see the day.

      His excitement rose that he might yet again lay eyes on his old comrade, Dagobert de Pereille. And the son! Thierry had been a mere babe when they had left these walls behind, but that had been twenty years past. The babe must by now be a man.

      Would this be his time? Would he triumph and vindicate his family?

      Eustache straightened and stood suddenly, a list forming in his thoughts. Aid would be needed, arms and men and supplies. As temporary master of Montsalvat, the provision of all fell to Eustache and he would ensure the preparations were made.

      He had served the Pereille clan all of his knighted life and he would not fail. Eustache smiled as he stepped out into the first blush of the dawn. Optimism buoyed his step as he crossed the bailey. Perhaps this time, the battle would be won. Perhaps this time, all would be settled. He dared to hope for a moment, before his usual practicality settled in.

      If nothing else, ’twould be good to see what kind of son Alienor and Dagobert had wrought.
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      ’Twas a day of beginnings and endings, a day on which three men stepped onto the bright path of their destiny, though none of them knew where that road might lead. There was an old dream to pursue, an even older score to settle, and none could foresee whether the demand for vengeance or the desire of ambition burned with the brighter flame.

      Certainly none anticipated that a conquest of a gentler kind might win the day.
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        Tiflis—between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea—October 1265

      

      

      Thierry suspected the pearls were counterfeit.

      He rolled the gems across his palm under his would-be ally’s watchful eye. He wished he could either dismiss or justify his concern. The pearls looked real enough, but a glimmer in the other man’s eye had triggered Thierry’s suspicions.

      And once active, his suspicion was not readily dismissed.

      ’Twas true that there were a goodly number of the gems in the velvet sack he had been offered as tribute, all of it gathered in just half a day. He eyed the ivory spheres, hoping the other man merely thought he was assessing the value of the offering.

      In truth, he supposed he was.

      It was no salve to his pride to be treated as Abaqa’s runner, even after all these months, and he fought his increasingly familiar annoyance. He was still required to fetch tribute, to know all the while that the quantity and value of each offering was considered a reflection of his own loyalty. Thierry gritted his teeth and let the gems play in his palm.

      The pearls caught the light and indeed they gleamed with the luster of true pearls. This observation only gave Thierry a grudging admiration of the counterfeiter’s skill.

      The townsman chosen to negotiate with them emitted a little laugh into the silence, drawing the gaze of both Thierry and his old companion Nogai. “Surely such an expensive gift is adequate.” The scholar translated the man’s words immediately after he spoke, the townsman’s agitation a contrast to the scholar’s soft conviction.

      The four men virtually filled the small chamber, though the two townsmen managed to leave an eloquent space between themselves and the two Mongols. The comment prompted Thierry to give the man a slow and thorough perusal.

      He struggled to keep his lip from curling at the softness of the man the town revered as their leader. The flesh was loose around the other man’s middle, and the pallor of his hands made him look almost feminine. Still worse, there was fear in his gaze. This was a man? A leader? One entrusted to negotiate the town’s safety? ’Twas almost too much to be believed.

      Thierry was always surprised by the men chosen by these merchants and townsfolk as leaders. This man could swing no blade; he had no knowledge of summoning and dispatching troops; he had no ability to defend his town.

      Those failures explained the presence of Abaqa’s army camped outside the town walls and Thierry’s arrival to collect tribute.

      Thierry let his eyes narrow and watched the man’s agitated response with interest before once more looking down at the gems cradled in his palm. Undoubtedly this was a shrewd tradesman who could more than adequately govern his people under normal circumstances.

      A man who likely thought he could outwit simple barbarians.

      “We shall see soon enough if the gift is adequate,” he said, savoring the guttural sounds of the Mongol tongue. It was an admirable language for issuing threats, and that alone made him glad to have learned it. The townsman shuddered at the sound, even before he knew what Thierry had said.

      The scholar Thierry had pressed into service translated his words and the townsman blanched. Nogai chuckled and the other man recoiled slightly, though he tried to hide his terror. His glance darted once more to the little velvet sack. Thierry spared the man an intent look as he tucked the sack into his tunic, watching until he swallowed nervously.

      Counterfeit, beyond doubt.

      Thierry considered the idea of taking retribution now for the insult, his gaze steady on the other man while he debated the merit of a swift response. But ’twas better to leave such a task to Abaqa, for he would relish it more than Thierry.

      Thierry held the townsman’s gaze. Fear grew in those eyes as the other man’s imagination evidently conjured tales of Mongol retaliation.

      A reputation was not necessarily a liability in these matters.

      The man’s gaze flicked to Nogai as though he expected the pair of them to fall immediately upon him, but Thierry turned silently on his heel. He strode back out into the sunlight, the scholar and Nogai in his wake. He sensed rather than saw Nogai leer at the town leader before he followed.

      Thierry considered the twisting street, carefully gazing in first one direction and then the other. The agitated man he had left behind was forgotten as he planned his next move. His own survival in Abaqa’s camp had to be ensured, first and foremost.

      “We should return to camp,” Nogai suggested.

      Thierry only shot a sharp glance in his direction. “Not yet.”

      Nogai folded his arms across his chest. “Why ever not? Surely you have not forgotten that we ride to battle tomorrow? This is but another whimsical test of Abaqa’s, and already we have spent too much time upon it.” He waited with obvious anticipation, but Thierry merely shook his head again.

      “We are not yet done.” He ignored the anticipation in the eyes of his anda.

      A pearl merchant was what they needed.

      A tribute of false pearls would not be good for the town leader’s health, nor indeed that of the town, should Abaqa discover the forgery. However, Thierry knew that it could also bode poorly for his own longevity and this interested him above all.

      If he could expose a forgery before it created undue embarrassment, his usefulness would be assured.

      For now.

      Thierry took a deep breath and discerned that the souk was to the right. He gave no explanation to either of his companions before he strode in that direction, leaving them to hurry in his wake.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Kira frowned at the bowl of pearls her father had left her before his departure to Constantinople. Naturally, he had not granted her the task of sorting the pearls without a smug smile.

      So my daughter fancies herself worthy of becoming a pearl merchant.

      Kira could hear his mocking tones as clearly as if he stood beside her, and she winced yet again at the memory. She would not cry. She had not cried when he beat her and she would not do so now. Did she not have the opportunity she had wanted?

      Then prove yourself. Tell me where they are from.

      She could still see him as he taunted her from the door. His condescending smile had told her that he had no doubt she would fail.

      But she would not fail. Kira set her lips. Here was her chance to finally prove herself worthy of her father’s love. She could be as worthy as a son and aid in his business: triumph in this task could only prove that fact.

      She would succeed.

      Kira knew there was still much she needed to learn, but she knew something of use. Her father had granted her no advantage in teaching her only his native Persian, insisting that language be the sole one spoken in their home. She knew that as a merchant, he conversed easily in half a dozen tongues. Even Persian, reputed to be universal, could be insufficient even within Tiflis itself.

      Despite that handicap, Kira would prove herself. She was determined to do so. And this was the first necessary step.

      Her father would have included some pearls of ambiguous origins. Indeed, ’twould not have been much of a test otherwise. She had already picked out the obvious forgeries, but she knew what her punishment would be if she made a single mistake.

      There were hundreds of gems. Kira took another handful of pearls and slipped a half dozen of them into her mouth.

      Salt. She spat the first one into the brimming bowl of pearls she had already determined to be from the Red Sea. It made good sense that there were more of them mixed into the batch, as they would fetch less at market.

      Salt and salt again. Two more joined the bowl, then two less salty, but still saline.

      The last pearl she rolled around with her tongue, wanting to be sure before she decided. A pearl merchant’s reputation could be shattered by the selling of lesser pearls as better ones and she wanted to be cautious.

      Definitely sweet, she concluded with conviction. Definitely from Oman. The pearl joined a mere handful reposing in the second dish of sorted pearls.

      Perhaps she was getting better at this. She had been quicker with that mouthful. Feeling more optimistic, she put another half dozen pearls into her mouth.

      A guttural declaration drew her gaze to the doorway, where sunlight flooded into the stall from the market. A man’s tall frame blocked the light. Kira was unable to make out his features in the shadows yet found herself curiously aware of the weight of his gaze upon her.

      Evidently her silent reaction was not the expected one. He repeated whatever he had said the first time, his tone tinged with impatience.

      Kira had no idea what he said so she did not know how to respond. She stood up, achingly aware of her short stature before the towering man. How would she explain that she could not do business until her father returned if she did not speak his tongue?

      “Where is your father?” another voice demanded in familiar Persian.

      Kira looked past the massive man to find a well-known but concerned face. “Johannes,” she said with mingled relief to see the scholar. Johannes could speak more languages than even her father and would be able to translate for her.

      The forgotten pearls beneath her tongue fell from her mouth when she spoke. Kira gasped as they tumbled to the ground and scattered across the floor. They glimmered in the shadows and rolled away to hide in the corners.

      Kira cursed herself, bending hastily to retrieve the gems. She felt her color rise.

      In the same moment that she fell to her knees, the tall man muttered something that could have been a curse and took a hasty step backward.

      Another male voice protested and Kira confirmed with a quick glance that there was a third man behind the tall one. He was considerably more agitated than his companion. He gestured to the fallen pearls, his hasty words similarly incomprehensible—though he said much, much more.

      Kira hastily gathered the errant gems before they were lost. She returned them to the bowl of unsorted gems and straightened, only to find all three men regarding her with solemnity. The hairs pricked on the back of her neck. Kira looked to the tall man as he seemed to be the leader. His expression was suspicious.

      Why?

      Kira studied him, undeterred by his stern countenance. He was heavily tanned or else darker of skin than she, his expression uncompromising. His shoulders were broad, his forearms heavily muscled, his strong legs planted against the dirt floor like veritable tree trunks.

      Kira imagined he would be about as easy to move as a firmly rooted tree. She had little doubt he earned his way as a mercenary of one kind or another. He was garbed in a rough manner unfamiliar to her, although his blue tunic, while as dirty as his dark blue trousers and heavy boots, was unexpectedly trimmed with gold embroidery.

      Fear flickered within her but she refused to indulge it. Who were these men and what did they want? She met the steely glint of suspicion in his eyes, something about his very stillness making her wish he had bypassed the stall. The normally garrulous Johannes spared a quick glance to the tall man in much the same manner as one would regard an unfamiliar and potentially vicious dog.

      Kira considered the third man, and his Asiatic features made her heart still. He had a pointed goatee and thin mustache, unlike his companion, who was clean-shaven. Both men wore their hair tied back tightly and bound into a braid, but the shorter man’s distinctively narrow eyes fed Kira’s fear.

      It could not be, she told herself, even as she realized Johannes was watching the two foreigners with care. Kira shivered in recollection of the rumors she had heard the day before, the ones she had tried to forget, and willed herself to hold her ground. She had always hidden her fear from her father. She would show no fear to these strangers, even if they were Mongols.

      Kira swallowed and squared her shoulders. “My father has gone to Constantinople, so the stall is not open for business,” she explained to the scholar. The raw fear that transformed the older man’s features startled her and she flicked a glance at the impassive warrior.

      “Nay, nay, nay.” Johannes wrung his slim hands before himself. “This is not good, not good at all.”

      The tall man barked something short but incoherent that was clearly a demand. Kira’s trepidation rose as Johannes responded quickly in kind. The third man’s dark eyes were bright in the shadows as he watched and listened

      “What is this about?” she demanded, her uncertainty making her speak more sharply than was her custom.

      The tall man’s eyes narrowed and he spoke tersely to Johannes. The way he surveyed Kira sent reluctant color rising over her cheeks.

      She was not that sort of woman.

      Kira lifted her chin and boldly held his gaze. She knew that her heavy draped and hooded djellaba thrown over her high-necked kurta was demure beyond even the local custom, and that her full chalwar trousers hid all but her ankles from view. She had no need to tempt the glances of men in town, for that, too, bore the price of her father’s lash.

      Was it amusement that briefly flickered in his eyes? Kira dismissed the notion, knowing that a sense of humor would not be an attribute of this rough warrior. Indeed, she had not found it an attribute of men in general, unless they jested at another’s expense.

      “He wants to know when your father will return,” Johannes translated.

      Kira shrugged. “He left just last week,” she confessed, incapable of averting her gaze from that scrutinizing gaze. “His journey will require no less than a month.”

      The warrior nodded curtly, perhaps having understood the gist of her response from her gesture. He barked an order at Johannes.

      The scholar raised imploring eyes to Kira. “He needs some pearls valued immediately for the Mongol khan,” he whispered.

      Kira felt her eyes widen. Mongols. ’Twas true, then. Her gaze flicked back to the third man with his characteristically Eastern features.

      When the Asian man grinned wickedly, Kira inhaled sharply and looked at the tall man again. He was watching her with that unnervingly silent scrutiny.

      Kira took a slow breath as she came to terms with Johannes’ revelation. The rumors of the Mongols being camped outside the walls were all true, then. She had no need to study the two men more closely to know that they would slaughter anyone who did not do their bidding. ’Twas all part of their daily business, she had little doubt.

      No wonder Johannes was terrified.

      But she would not give them the satisfaction of seeing her fear.

      Kira endeavored to look confident of her own abilities. She had no intention of abandoning Johannes to this pair. “I can give him a rough value of the gems,” she offered, the strength of her voice surprising her. Johannes translated her words and Kira took a deep breath, willing her heartbeat to slow. Truly she hoped that she could fulfill this task.

      And her father thought that he had left her a test of her abilities. Kira licked her lips as the warrior slowly slid a small pouch from his tunic. Could she do this? In truth there was little choice now. The warrior spoke directly to her. Kira was forced to meet his compelling gaze once more, though she did not understand his words.

      “He says that the way pearls drop from your lips when you speak is a sign you can be trusted,” Johannes supplied.

      Kira swallowed, knowing that she did not dare reveal the truth of what he had misinterpreted. She reached for the bulging velvet pouch, startled at the jolt that tripped over her skin when the warrior’s rough fingertips brushed hers.

      His skin was warm.

      Suddenly Kira was aware of him in a much more intimate sense than she would have preferred. The unexpected contact and the faint waft of his musky scent awakened something within Kira that would have been better left slumbering.

      She snatched the bag and backed away, hating that he smiled a little at her move. Curse him for presuming to guess her thoughts! She had no flattering impressions of a barbarian warrior.

      Kira glared at the tall man. “This will take time.” She forced herself to continue even when that jaw hardened with displeasure. “Perhaps you could return later.”

      ’Twould be impossible to concentrate under this scrutiny. Kira wanted this man out of her father’s stall. She felt agitated as she never had before and told herself ’twas the man’s very stillness that troubled her. The way he watched every move so impassively, without seeming to even blink, was unnatural.

      Her heart sank when Johannes’ voice faded, his translation not even complete before the warrior shook his head with conviction. He bit out something that Kira had no trouble recognizing as a recrimination or a threat or both. She felt her cheeks heat again. ’Twas too much to have him question her honesty.

      “I have no intention of cheating him and you had best make that clear,” she told Johannes tersely. “This is an honest house. ’Twill be easier for me to concentrate on the task without supervision.”

      A flurry of Mongol followed her words and again the warrior shook his head, deliberately settling himself onto an inverted oil vessel that her father had abandoned in his packing. He braced his elbows on his knees, looking even more immobile than he had before, and growled one last comment.

      “He says you will have to become accustomed to him,” Johannes supplied in a small voice. Though his words came as no surprise to Kira, her heart took an unsteady lurch as she met the warrior’s resolute gaze.

      Fine. She dropped the sack of pearls on the table. The sooner the pearls were assessed, the sooner he would be gone.

      And a good riddance ’twould be.
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      She was annoyed, of that there was little doubt. Thierry found the unexpectedness of her response amusing. He was accustomed to fear, but disgruntled surrender was an entirely new reaction.

      What a beauty she was, even in sour temper. Those full lips had tightened. The soft gold of her complexion was now tinged with a more ruddy hue. She cleared her table brusquely of other gems, the expression in those wide dark eyes as mutinous as the set of her full lips.

      For all of that, though, she did his bidding. Thierry supposed a less perceptive man than himself would have been fooled, but he saw every hint of her displeasure. That such a small and feminine creature would even consider defying him was as fascinating as it was unprecedented. Thierry could not help but study her.

      Though she refused to glance in his direction, Thierry knew she was aware of his regard. The color in her cheeks did not fade and she glanced his way at intervals, perhaps when she thought he was not looking at her. He had no intention of averting his gaze. He leaned back against the wall, fingering the hilt of his blade.

      What manner of woman spewed pearls from her mouth when she spoke?

      That was a puzzle, but no less of one than her response to him. Why was she not terrified? Certainly the thin scholar had made it clear that he was Mongol. Fear had lit her eyes, telling Thierry that she was well familiar with their reputation. But she had not recoiled in the manner of other soft urban women, the ones who had seen nothing of life as he knew it.

      What kind of woman would have such audacity? A Mongol woman, certainly, but this woman’s delicate features gave no hint of Eastern blood.

      She must be a witch. Arcane powers would give any person confidence, even one of small stature. Indeed, ’twas good that Thierry had guessed her game, for he would need to guard himself against her sorcery. He would not so much as blink.

      His suggestion that she might cheat him if left alone seemed to have offended her. That aroused Thierry’s curiosity. Surely these town people did not expect foreigners to trust them?

      Or perhaps she simply disliked that he had guessed her intention so early.

      “Perhaps you should have the pearls assessed back at camp,” Nogai suggested.

      Thierry did not have to look to know the path his anda’s thoughts had taken for he heard the implication in his tone. Though the woman’s garb was cut full, ’twas clear enough that she was small and shapely. He felt an uncharacteristic surge of annoyance at his old companion’s appetites.

      “They will be assessed here,” he said, then was irked by Nogai’s knowing chuckle. Thierry felt the other man lean closer, anticipating that his next words would be for his ears alone.

      “Are you not tempted?” Nogai whispered mischievously.

      Thierry did not acknowledge the taunt, but continued to stare resolutely forward. He was not tempted. Women did not tempt him. Ever. They were a distraction he could not afford.

      “You should be, for she is a tasty morsel, indeed.”

      Thierry struggled not to bristle.

      When his words still garnered no response, Nogai dropped his voice yet further. “Perhaps I should sample her myself.”

      “Nay!” Thierry spoke more harshly than he intended.

      The woman glanced up in alarm, her startled expression making him consider apologizing.

      Apologizing? ’Twas only the soft folk of Khanbaliq and other courts who apologized to women. Urban folk. Thierry tried to summon a sneer. A Mongol would not apologize. He held her startled gaze for a charged moment, then her color rose and she turned abruptly away.

      He was a Mongol these days. He owed nothing to this woman but all to his tribe. Thierry recalled the way the pearls had fallen from her lips. And the tingle she had launched over his skin when their hands had accidentally brushed.

      “She is a witch,” he murmured, as much to remind himself as anything else.

      To his completely unwarranted relief, Nogai’s manner cooled. The scholar drew himself up taller as though he took insult at the charge. One cold glance from Thierry silenced any protest he might have made.

      “Touch her not,” Thierry added.

      “Nay,” Nogai agreed. He even took a wary step backward, granting the woman more space. “There is no telling what price she would extract for that deed.”

      The woman’s gaze flicked between the men. Clearly she sensed that they discussed her and just as clearly she did not know what they said. All three men remained silent, even the scholar refusing to clarify the charges for her. The woman’s lips thinned in annoyance and Thierry almost smiled.

      Smiled? First he wanted to apologize, then he wanted to smile. Surely his wits were addled this day. Thierry scowled instead. ’Twas the witch and her sorcery that did this to him. She spun away from the table and carried a broad vessel back into the shadows.

      Where was she going? Thierry panicked and jumped to his feet to pursue her.

      For his obvious suspicions, he earned a scathing glance from the lady in question, one that halted him in his tracks. Thierry almost chuckled at her indignation, but she pivoted to turn her back upon him again. The ripe curve of her buttocks were outlined when she bent to scoop water from an urn and he heard himself catch his breath in admiration.

      Nogai made a sound under his breath that Thierry alone seemed to hear. She was even more shapely than he had guessed and Thierry’s mouth went dry. How long had he been chaste? In this moment, he was certain it had been an eternity.

      She propped the brimming clay bowl on her hip as she turned to bring it back to the table. The further evidence of the slender curves fed Thierry’s awareness of her. He almost wished he had been able to adopt his tribesmen’s penchant for simply taking whatever they desired.

      He had come for the value of the pearls and no more. Once he had that information, he would return to the khan’s camp. With Nogai. Abaqa would have his tribute from Tiflis, such as it was, and they would ride to battle on the morrow.

      He watched the woman settle the bowl on her worktable. Her hands were long-fingered and graceful for all their delicate size, though Thierry did not know why he noted such a detail.

      ’Twould be ridiculous to undermine any of his aspirations for what could be no more than lust. Abaqa might not thrive as long as his father, and Thierry might soon have the opportunity to achieve his ambition. No woman was worth jeopardizing all of that.

      She moved quickly, casting the pearls into the vessel of water so suddenly that Thierry was caught by surprise. He stepped forward in alarm, too late to intervene, as the contents of the velvet pouch sank to the bottom.

      A trick! And he had been too distracted to anticipate her move!

      Nogai swore. He lunged forward in the same moment as Thierry. The two of them towered over the woman as she glanced up in astonishment. Thierry peered into the water, his anger flaring when he realized he could not see the pearls.

      They were gone! He had failed.

      The vessel had a false bottom. He cursed his own stupidity in letting his baser instincts cloud his normal caution. But he would not grant Abaqa an easy victory.

      The woman’s eyes widened when Thierry hauled his blade from his belt. She looked startled, then incredulous to find the unsheathed blade beneath her nose. She met his gaze, her beautiful dark eyes filled with confusion. Thierry hated his inexplicable urge to reassure her.

      Was she not deceiving him and stealing from him? Did that not grant him the right to take her life? Why then did he have this urge to console her?

      “Tell him that this is the best way to find forgeries.” She spoke hastily to Johannes, but the translation made Thierry frown. He watched as she indicated the orbs that rose to float on the surface of the water. More and more of them bobbed into sight as he stared.

      She said something else, and the scholar’s quick translation sparked Thierry’s interest. “You have been tricked.”

      The woman plucked the floating “pearls” from the surface of the water as Thierry watched. Before he could intervene, she offered them to him with a dismissive gesture that told Thierry all he needed to know about their authenticity.

      They were counterfeit. He had been right, but she had proven it. He acknowledged her skill as he looked at the “gems,” lowering his blade but not yet putting it away.

      “Counterfeit,” Nogai breathed. Thierry felt his friend’s regard upon him. “You suspected as much before we even came here?” he demanded admiringly. Thierry nodded, watching the woman to see what she would do next. “City dwellers,” Nogai sneered as he shook his head. “Surely they cannot think we would let such an insult pass?”

      “The matter is best left to Abaqa,” Thierry said.

      Perhaps he had misjudged the witch’s intentions. She flicked a glance at him and flushed in a most attractive way. Thierry’s gaze dropped to her lips. She licked them and desire raged to life within him.

      Thierry frowned and averted his gaze. He filed the false gems carefully in a separate pouch so that Abaqa might be shown the fullness of the insult. He peered into the depths of the bowl with curiosity, all too aware of the woman’s sweet scent. The water had cleared and Thierry counted ten pearls nestled together in the bottom.

      ’Twas obviously a magic trick of hers to be able to so easily sort the wheat from the chaff. Though he knew not the means of her sorcery, Thierry respected the result. She pushed up a sleeve to reveal a slim forearm and scooped the remaining pearls from the base of the bowl. Was her skin the same honeyed shade everywhere? The question was more intriguing than it ought to have been. Thierry abruptly held out his hand to claim the meager spoils, uncomfortable with the direction of his thoughts.

      To his complete astonishment, she put the gems into her mouth.

      Nay! She meant to swallow the only part of the tribute that was valuable!

      Rage filled Thierry, rage with himself for being so foolish as to trust a stranger. He dove across the narrow table separating them. The vessel of water toppled. The woman made an incoherent sound of surprise and stepped backward, but Thierry was quicker.

      His hands locked around the slim length of her throat with practiced ease. The water splashed over their feet. The scholar shouted in dismay. Nogai swore yet again, but Thierry had no time for qualms.

      He could not let her swallow the pearls.

      That one conviction filled his thoughts even as he noted the softness of her skin beneath his hands. The woman’s eyes opened even wider as his grip tightened. He noted with some satisfaction that fear had finally claimed her. He flexed his fingers so they would not slide over her silky skin of their own accord.

      She had tricked him!

      The witch choked and spat a half dozen pearls to the floor, tears filling her dark eyes as still she coughed. Out of the corner of his eye Thierry noted that Nogai retrieved the gems.

      There had been ten pearls in the water. Thierry was certain of it.

      Four were still unaccounted for and he intended to wait them out.

      He gave the woman a little shake and she made a gurgling sound deep in her throat. Furious that she had so deceived him and might expire with the gems inside her, Thierry released her throat and slapped her back hard.

      Another pearl leaped to the floor.

      Three more! He smacked her shoulder blades once more when she still choked, ignoring the older man’s fervent and useless prayers. A second gem made the jump, rolling across the dirt. Finally a third gleamed as it fell from her lips. The woman drew a shuddering breath and cleared her throat slowly, wiping her tears as Thierry glared at her.

      There was one more.

      When she spoke, he would have the last pearl. His eyes narrowed at the look of outright hostility she shot at him. Traitorous witch! He gripped her shoulders that she might not bolt, lifted a hand before her and waited.

      “You stupid fool!” She spat an insult he had no interest
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