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  CHAPTER 1


Aislin's heart pounded against her ribs as the smell of scorched flesh clawed into her nostrils. Panic clutched at her throat and skewered her bowels. It took several moments of struggling before she realized she was in her own bed, and the shroud trying to wrestle her still was her own bedsheet. 
Another nightmare. Had to be. Just one more smoke-riddled dream where she was burned alive as she lay smothered beneath a shroud of linen, each breath taking in lungfuls of spiced oils and char, bound so tightly she could barely whisper for help.
This time, the dream was far worse than any before. Normally, her night visions weaved their suffering throughout the night and dissipated with the coming of dawn. The smoke from this one, the sense of urgency, didn't disappear as she found consciousness. This time, as she opened her eyes, belly flattened against her mattress, she knew it was no dream. 
Something was wrong.
The fog of remembered dreams overlaid sickeningly with the present as she tore the bedding from her limbs and stumbled from bed. She raced through the great house, frantically searching sign of her sister, her mother, anyone. 
Clad in her night shift with her hair still plaited and tucked beneath a kerchief, she moved barefoot from chamber to chamber. The rushes on the floor of the hallway emitted the musty smell of old grass and damp earth as she passed. Her shift rustled against her legs as she forced herself to slow her breathing, pay attention to detail, hoping all the while that her senses were being tricked by a waking nightmare. 
Everything seemed normal to her eye as she entered the kitchens. Nothing was out of place to indicate anything other than a regular morning. The fire still crackled happily in its hearth. Someone had laid out bread and cheese. And yet, she knew this wasn't normal. The  great house was empty. And she smelled smoke that had nothing to do with the cheery fire that crackled beneath the water pot that was all but invisible behind the cloud of steam that rose from its belly.
On a normal day her mother would be bustling about the kitchen. Her sister would be chasing the geese from under the table. She wouldn't hear the distant shouting that spoke of fear and panic.
She bolted for the door, knowing that if they were under attack, the marauders could have come just as the sun winked over the horizon. They would have slipped through huts and houses alike with the spectral presence of shadow. 
It was how they always worked, so the stories said. Get in, find the weak spots, pilfer some trophies, and then raze the place to the ground. 
They never left anyone behind to mourn or fight for what they'd stolen--the best of the horses, sometimes a woman or two, or children for slaves. The men they left behind, mostly farmers or fishermen, were slain without mercy.
She'd heard of the pattern playing out in dozens of villages over a dozen years. Those stories travelled through each township and village and got repeated to the sentries who guarded each town. They did their best to prepare, thinking if they knew what they faced, they could better protect the citizens.
Sometimes it worked; most times, the measures were a temporary reprieve at best. Villages several days away from Aislin's no longer existed. Yet Aislin's own village hadn't been touched since she'd been seven annums old. 
She remembered the sounds of screaming and horses keening in their stables. The unmistakable scent of smoke had pulled her from her bed that morning the same as it had this one. 
That day haunted her memories and her dreams. She didn't doubt the terror she felt then, the stink of smoke, of burning flesh and the cries of agony as men perished all around her, fuelled her nightmares.
Despite the shiver of goose-flesh rising in memory, trying to trick her into thinking the danger had not passed, she knew her village still stood, safe and unharmed, a testament to the protection given by its leader. 
The marauders had been thwarted then, and whatever fires had leapt to life that day had been set by Aislin's own mother--fires that made kindling of the men who dared attempt such atrocity, fires that served as a warning for any who might dare violate her town again. 
But that had been a dozen annums ago. Men forgot her mother's power or they wanted their vengeance. It had always been just a matter of time before they attacked again. 
She reached the door and leaned against the frame, panning left and right as she searched the yards for her sister, who hadn't been born that morning of the last attacks. 
The sun had just lifted itself over the eastern wall the same as it had then. And the chaos beyond the door, the same scene of terror she'd seen when she'd been seven.
Women and children were being rousted from their sleepy huts all around her. They raced through the square, trying to avoid capture, their water buckets left abandoned on their sides and spilling water across the well-trod earth. Chickens and geese squawked at the paws of dogs unheeded by their masters. 
This time she wasn't a child of seven and, while the fear still prickled her neck, this time she was old enough to understand her mother's power. She knew Indiris would remind the infidels of the consequences of invasion in the most horrific ways.
She could almost feel relief wash over her. Let them suffer her mother's wrath. Their deaths would lend renewed credence to the tales as those who might survive escaped. They might be safe for another dozen years until a generation of new men decide it was again time to take what didn't belong to them.
Then, she would be the temptress of flame in her own right. Given her full power. As capable of instilling fear as any fire witch before her, as she commanded the flame to do her bidding. 
She crept to the yard and froze next to the well, scanning the chaos for Indiris. 
She saw her at last, walking calmly--almost coldly--through the frenzy, pointing a finger as she went, using her power to set aflame each marauder she encountered. The stink of burning hair wafted on the breeze, accompanied by the sound of each victim's screams. 
One old man, too doddering to get out of the way in time, caught his sleeve on the flame from a still-blazing invader; with an almost callous shove, Indiris forced the elder to the ground and sent him rolling with her foot. A middle-aged woman, probably his daughter, raced to his side and beat out the flames with her skirt. 
Already moving on, Indiris cornered an invader who gripped a prepubescent child by her hair.
Aislin let go a sigh of relief as she gripped the lip of the well. Everything would be all right. Her mother had everything in hand, and all Aislin had to do was stay out of the way and make sure everyone she could help was safe. 
She scanned to the left, doing her best to maintain her composure in the face of the chaos. Several children hid beneath a hay wagon, unnoticed by a large intruder striding past, his sword slicing this way and that as a means of warding off any of the men who came at him. 
He wore lightweight leathers and soft-soled boots, and he seemed more bent on inspecting the village than stealing women and horses. His armbands glinted in the early morning sunlight, blinding her for a second until she had to cover her eyes with her hand. 
Unlike many of the invaders, he seemed almost casual in his movements, not bothering with any of the young women that streaked past him. His gaze swung from left to right, his sword slicing into whoever came at him. 
At least three village men died at his hand when they went after him with clubs and pitchforks. So ill-equipped for such violence because they never had to fight or defend. It was her mother's power that kept them safe. The poor souls died now because of their complacency.
When Aislin's own time came, when her mother died and passed her power on, Aislin would make sure her people were prepared. She would encourage them to learn to defend themselves. To defend the village.
When she scanned to the right, she saw a similar scene: another marauder dressed the same, acting just as preoccupied. Either they didn't care about their comrades who were being sent to a howling flamed death, or they'd been prepared to die before they breached the walls.
One thing was certain: this was not like the time when she was seven. In an instant, she knew her mother would not be able to keep the entire village safe. It had grown too large for one witch to protect, and there were far too many, too-committed marauders. 
Indiris was powerful, yes, but she was still just one witch. If she had just given Aislin one sacred mark, Aislin could have been there beside her, taking down those who would dare to pillage what didn't belong to them. But Indiris chose to withhold even the first of marks that would eventually stretch across her chin from ear to ear. Marks that meant she was chosen and given her due. Marked as the witch's successor. Given power to command the fire.
For whatever reason, Indiris refused to name Aislin as the rightful temptress of flame. Instead, she'd marked an old man as her protector and a prepubescent child as her blood witch, but leaving her firstborn waiting impatiently for the passing of power.
Sometimes Aislin could feel the magic swelling within her breast, racing through her tissues with the promise of supremacy. But it always stopped just short of blooming, and she knew this was because she should have been marked as a babe. 
The power was stunted within her, so her dreams grew ever stronger, threatening to overtake her body because the power had no way to release itself. Yet Indiris didn't care. And Aislin hated her for it.
Now, she skirted the well, thinking her mother was no doubt regretting that choice as wave after wave of invaders ran at her and fell screaming to their deaths in flaming lumps. 
Of course her mother was prevailing, but no doubt there were others in the village less fortunate. If Aislin could weave through the chaos to get to the armory, she might be able to help the strongest of the men. She wasn't exactly a trained warrior, but she knew there were swords in there as well as crossbows and quivers. 
The blacksmith who lived next to the armory had taken a shine to Aislin during the short time he had courted her mother, and in an effort to win Indiris's favor had shown Aislin how to wield a sword. He'd been no warrior, either, but he'd understood the dance of balance and the power of weight.
Even now, she could see that her mother's Arm of Protection, a rotund man just past his prime, was struggling against four of the invaders. Her mother's cold voice reached her as she spoke to the invader.
"Step aside while you still can," she said, "or burn before your feet can save you."
The man didn't step aside. His agonized shriek cut through the rest of the din as flame rose from his collar and lit his hair on fire. He took a step toward Indiris and she waved a delicate hand in a motion that might have been a gesture of comfort if it hadn't compelled the fire to dance across the man's face.
In the next moment, the stink of burning fat rose to the air. Aislin  coughed on her own revulsion as the man burst into flames.






  
  CHAPTER 2


she tried to swallow down her fear and disgust. 
She needed to keep going. Her sister was out here somewhere. She had to weave past the children crying for their mothers as she ran. Old women fled toward the walls around her, hoping to escape unnoticed by the raiders. 
Some of the younger men had already fallen, too poorly trained to be of use against professional invaders. Everywhere Aislin ran, her bare feet encountered blood and filth. But at least she still ran. She could make it. 
The door of the blacksmith's shop yawned open. The tools and forge winked in the sudden light as it clawed its way inside. She was almost there. Just a few more paces.
A scream from somewhere behind her sent a shiver over her flesh. Dread crept toward her like winter at the sound of that shriek, certain and dark and all encompassing. 
She knew the owner of that voice so well that hearing it made her knees buckle. 
Kasia. Someone had found her sister. 
She sent out a trilling, anxious probe as she yelled her sister's name and heard another cry in response. 
But the crowds, the noise, the din of screaming made it hard to pinpoint where one individual yell for help might have originated. Aislin scanned the chaos, trying to filter through the blur of clothing and leather and metal that streaked across her vision. 
She lurched forward, pushing past a raider who had hefted a young boy onto his shoulder. 
There. Just past a flock of geese squabbling over a thin path to safety, beyond two burly invaders fighting over a horse. Slim arms slung around the balustrade of the vacant archers' platform, the tattoos Indiris had tapped into her young skin stood out against the whiteness of her shoulder. 
The girl resisted the pull of a leather-clad marauder, who hung onto her with one hand as he fought off two other warriors who seemed to think that the ginger-haired girl was a possession to be taken at whim. 
Seeing Kasia being mauled and manhandled was all Aislin needed to get her feet moving into a headlong rush at the trio. She wasn't sure what she could do, but she had to do something. She skidded to a stop a few paces away and inhaled all the breath she could, trying to force it to run down her legs to fuel her muscles. What she needed was to look every bit as terrifying as her mother, and she'd seen Indiris quail many a man with a mere look.
So she willed herself to look commanding, drawing from the countless memories of her mother's judgments of her when she'd not measured up to the insurmountable esteem. She fastened a look of fury on her face.
Then she shouted. Loud. No matter that it squeaked.
"Let her go."
The first man, with his fingers still clenching Kasia's tender biceps, ignored her in favoring of swinging his sword with his free hand at the heavily bearded ruffian who tried to pull Kasia from his grip. 
The weight of the sword's thrust was enough to send the blade inches into the second man's shoulder, dropping him to his knees. The next movement from Kasia's captor was a brutal one-handed swing to his attacker's neck that made a quick and messy end of him. 
Head and body separated and fell almost simultaneously to the ground.
Kasia winced and whimpered and Aislin would have felt relief that at least one raider had been dealt with, except that the leathered swordsman who held her sister swung his gaze directly toward her.
The ferocity of that gaze rooted her feet to the ground. He might have been a handsome man but for the feral angle to his jaw. She swallowed anxiously, hoping he couldn't see her trembling.
"I said let her go," she demanded. 
She reached out, waggling her fingers at Kasia. "Come." There. That sounded confident, as though there was no option but to do as she willed. 
Kasia squirmed in her captor's grip and he wrenched her backwards, nearly spilling her to the ground. Aislin used the opportunity of his distraction to spider her way forward in the hopes of stealing her sister from him while he tried to keep hold of the struggling girl.
She got within three feet before another raider leapt from nowhere and yanked Kasia from the first man's grip. He wrapped his arm about her waist and pulled her hard against his chest. He was young, this one; Aislin had the sense he was older than her, surely, but younger than the brute he now faced.    
Even so, the older man didn't seem upset that he'd had to relinquish the girl. They looked similar these two raiders, as though they were comrades in arms with their clean-shaven faces and leather garments that were well-oiled, while the fallen man was bearded and bare-chested. 
That was when she realized the village had been overrun by multiple raiding parties and not one. That made things far more dangerous.
"Dead weight, Kassie," Aislin said in a rush. "Make yourself hard to hold."
The girl went immediately limp. The young warrior struggled to maintain his grip as several villagers rushed him, pelting him with stones. 
Aislin inched forward, waiting for the moment the young man's hand released its grip on Kasia's arm. She locked eyes with her young sister, seeing terror and hope in the eyes. It seemed both of them held their breath, two small islands in an ocean of chaos, like the eye of a hurricane whose movement was so swift that the calm couldn't last but a few heartbeats.
And then the winds stole away the calm as the young warrior who held Kasia finally let go under the onslaught of stones and debris. 
Aislin had but three paces left before she was within reach, and she launched herself through them, reaching for Kasia, who was already stumbling to her feet.
Her hands met Kasia's waist and she wrapped her arms tightly around the young girl. Gathering her in, Aislin launched herself sideways, planning to run headlong as far as she could until her mother could take up the rescue. 
They didn't need to fight well or run fast. They just needed to resist as long as they could.
"Run," Aislin hissed, pushing Kasia ahead of her. 
The girl nearly stumbled and fell at the sudden shove but caught herself just in time. She was able to gain enough traction to put speed into her step and race for the great house. 
They both fled, Kasia just steps ahead and Aislin behind, protecting the girl's flank. Puddles of dogs and chickens scattered at their step. Several yards from the doorway, a village elder, a man beloved of the community but who had a craving for drink, scooped Kasia out of her arms. He barely broke pace as he tossed her over his shoulder, but he staggered a step when the girl fought him at first before she realized she'd been saved. Aislin sent a prayer upward that he'd make it to safety before the adrenaline left him and he succumbed to the daily bouts of drink weakness.
She only breathed better when he reached the house. He disappeared inside just when a dog collided with the backs of her knees and Aislin toppled onto the ground.
From her prone position, she scanned the yard for her own escape route. She could tell from the screaming behind her, that things had shifted. There were less pained shouts from intruders and more yelling from women and children. 
She craned her neck to see over her shoulder and caught sight of a pair of dirty leather boots and oiled leather breeches. Before she could roll over, the owner of those boots grabbed her by the elbow.
She felt herself being lifted from her feet and thrown over a sweating, stinking shoulder. She kicked and grunted and punched at whatever chunk of flesh she could find, all with as much effect as swatting at a horde of flying insects.
She was whirled about with such speed, that she thought she would pass out but managed to keep the blackness from taking her by biting down on her tongue. The pain kept her present, and she was able to take in the full and complete scene in a moving panorama. 
The young warrior she and Kasia had fled from had been set upon by half a dozen citizens trying to save their leader's daughter. But all around him, the intruders beat back any villagers with ease. Indiris was setting fire to the chaos of bodies gathered in clumps, unable, it seemed, to keep the flames from consuming her own.
That was the shift in the action that Aislin had sensed. The raiders weren't alone in dying at the fire witch's hand, but anyone too close to them when Indiris called the flames down upon them.
And Aislin had been isolated when she'd fallen. Perfectly alone so that the brute who held her now could just scoop her up and head for the gates. And that was exactly what he was doing. A few moments more and he'd clear the courtyard and be safe to leave the walls behind. She'd be lost to her home.
She fought in earnest, then. She didn't care if she wriggled so much she fell and broke her neck. She'd rather die than become some stranger's plunder. 
Smoke clawed down her throat as she struggled, her breaths a desperate gasp. Flames roared around her from bodies and buildings. Invaders all around her, and the man who carried her, funneled toward the gates in retreat or climbed the walls in such haste they were dropping their swords and battle-axes. 
Indiris was setting aflame as many of the retreating invaders as she could, stopping them in their tracks as they scrambled over the walls.
But she was too far away to even notice her daughter, and Aislin knew it.
She screamed as the man changed direction and loped toward one of the guard platforms with her across his shoulder. No fool, this one. He wouldn't draw attention to himself by trying to scramble over a dozen warriors to the top of the wall. No. He would simply ascend the stairs, perhaps throw her over, and then climb down safely to the other side. 


That was when Aislin realized screaming wouldn't help. She would either find herself on the other side with a series of broken bones and facing a horrific future of slavery and rape, or she would be dead. 
Indiris might be winning the battle from her end, but how long would it take her to marshal enough men to send out a rescue party?
Her captor was already on the second tread, and all Aislin's struggles had come to nothing. She couldn't waste more time. She had to focus and call to the magic inside her that was the gift of her mother's heritage. Imagine herself as one tiny pinprick of heat within a tiny bundle of tinder.
She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to ignore the way she was bouncing over the man's shoulder, the sounds of the screaming, and the shouts of the invaders. She certainly couldn't make this man combust like her mother could, but she could do her best to make the boards beneath his feet scorch to life, or set fire to the wall ahead of him. Anything to thwart him. Anything to make him release her and save his own vile bide.
Because she hadn't yet been marked by Indiris with the sacred symbols, any power Aislin harbored within was erratic at best, and untrained at its least. 
So far she'd only been able to set straw alight, and that had created such a roaring destruction of their livestock's feed that her mother had explicitly commanded her to never use the power again.
She focused her mind on that tiny spark of life, as her mother always called it, a spark of lightning found within her heartbeat that fired the muscle. She imagined holding the spark between her hands like a firefly. Then she threw it at the boards beneath her captor's feet.
Nothing.
She shuddered as a sob escaped her. It was no use. Whatever power she had, it wasn't enough under stress to light let alone control. She screamed. Kicked. Pounded on the brute's back all for nothing.
She was heaved upwards, an awkward movement that must have taken her captor's entire strength because the sharpened ends of the wall posts dug into her rib cage as he pushed her up and over. 
She grabbed for the ends, forgetting her resolve to die before becoming a slave. A shriek of terror escaped her. She felt her legs dangle over the edge, too far up to jump safely to the bottom.
Next to her, the man looped a rope over the post and began rappelling down the other side of the wall. 
"Good girl," he said, with a thick but acceptable accent, when he noticed she was clinging to the post rather than falling to her death beneath. 
So these men had been in the territory long enough at least to learn the language, or they were from within the boundaries. She wondered how many villages they had pillaged already, how many towns they had burned to the ground before they reached this one.
He reached out for her, trying with one arm to tow her toward him. He was so broad, so thick, and so strong that she knew he'd be able to manage the both of them--but she had no intention of being the good little lamb.
She took one deep breath and held it, and then she let go. Her last thought was that she hoped the break in her neck when she hit ground would be enough to make her end a quick one.







  
  CHAPTER 3



She didn't die. She landed in a straw-filled wagon instead of flat upon the ground. Touchdown was scratchy and dusty. No doubt the raiders had left it here for just this purpose.
She had time to peer over the edge of the wagon to see it was only one of two such landings set up to catch marauders as they leapt over the wall and it was then that she was certain there were more parties than just one. That would explain the difference in the groups. While most were filthy and ill-equipped, one raiding party—the one her attacker belonged to was smaller. They wore matching tanned leather boots and sported well-crafted metallic necklaces and armbands, and swords that were broader and longer and made of sturdier metal. 
The biggest difference, though, was that most of the raiders had been abandoned their booty when confronted by Aislin or any other resistance from the villagers; this small band had refused to be swayed.
From her vantage point, prone in the straw, she noticed a spindly lad holding onto the reins of four horses, and two more grazing on the plain nearby. So, half a dozen of them, then. No doubt they had taken advantage of the larger attack, and used the plunder of the village as an opportune time to carry out their own plans.
If this group was smart enough to think ahead and prepare themselves a soft place to land if things went sour, she was in deeper trouble than she thought.
She was already rolling to throw herself over the side of the wagon, when another body hurtled down from the top of the wall at her. It landed next to her with a grunt and, before she could fling herself over the edge and find footing, a face popped up from the straw to look at her. 
It was tanned from the sun, making the green eyes stand out like bits of crystal in a gray lake. She recognized the young raider who had released Kasia only to get pelted by stones by the villagers.
"You," he said, in a voice that reminded her of burnt honey. 
He took a few moments to search the hay for his sword, which had obviously dislodged itself from his grasp as he struck the hay. Then, suitably re-armed, he dug his fingers into her elbow, pulling her with him from the wagon. "You're the reason we're in this mess."
He had one leg over the edge and was tugging her with him when his foot caught and he lost his grip. She knew this was her chance. She had to run and run now. The first man was already clambering down the last few feet of the wall and would land in a heartbeat. A moment more, and she'd lose her opportunity. 
With a quick yank of her shift, pulling it as high up as she could to free her legs, she bolted for the woods. Bare foot and running hard, each pounding footstep sent jolts of pain up her shins as she sped over grass and pebbles alike.
There was a good chance that many of the invaders had already fled in the same direction, but she also knew of a small burrow in a copse just inside the treeline where a vixen had littered kits earlier in the year. She'd found it when she'd been foraging for the shaman's herbs. It would be a tight fit if she could get into it at all, but if she could stuff herself inside, she might escape notice.
She fled for the trees with her heart racing in her chest, her limbs burning as though they were on fire. She just needed the shelter of the trees, and then the horses would be slowed enough that she could get to the den.
The thunder of hooves behind her matched time with her heartbeat and once, she nearly stumbled as she leapt over a fallen tree. She propelled herself on, hurtling toward the tree line with singular focus. Get moving, she told herself. Keep moving. The sounds behind her didn't matter.
She could see the thickets and bracken that bordered the treeline. It was close. Each burning step made escape possible. It didn't matter if her lungs felt like they would collapse; it would be far better than the alternative. If she could make the treeline, the men on horseback behind her would have to dismount. That would give her time to find the den and lodge herself inside.
She dared cast a look over her shoulder, checking to see how far she'd come, to see if her pursuer had gained on her. 
With horror, she noted that the brutish man from earlier must have picked up the chase on horseback and had dismounted, leaving his horse behind as he pushed his sword into its sheath at the back of his shoulders.
The sight renewed her panic and she began to pump her arms harder and faster, trying to add some additional thrust to her stride. She needed to make it. There simply was no other option.
She gained the bushes, finally. Breath wheezing, she started picking her way in. she had nearly made it all the way through when she felt the hot breath of the man behind her. 
Pain lanced down into her scalp as he grabbed the thicket of her hair. His hard yank brought water to her eyes as he hauled her backwards. She lost her footing. 
All her weight went down and the brute who held her offered just enough slack that she could fall to her bottom, spent of energy. Even if she tried to roll over, she was held too fast by her hair to do more than hurt herself more.
She couldn't get enough air into her lungs no matter how hard her chest heaved. When her stomach began its rebellion at the exertion, forcing nausea to rise into her throat, she heaved to her side despite the pain. 
With her palms in the grass, she vomited strings of bile. Her lungs squeezed as she gasped for breath.
He finally let go her hair, confident it seemed that she had used up all her adrenaline. From beneath a curtain of stinking hair, she peered up at him and wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand.
Her gaze traveled the length of a black-haired arm covered in metallic bands. The muscles strained over the top of the metal in a way that made Aislin think they snaked beneath the surface and writhed like living things.
"All that running just made me hungry, girlie."
The man who held her fast had a dark plait that hung below his shoulder and disappeared beneath the leather vest that left his arms bare. His throat, a thick trunk of tissue, spread into that mass of muscle at his shoulders that made her wonder where neck began and chest ended. 
He reached down and grabbed her by the waist. She twisted in his grip.
"Let go of me," she said.
He yanked, pulling her against his thigh and digging his free hand down into her bodice. She gasped when sweaty fingers pinched her nipple and his mouth landed on her neck.
She stomped on his instep and ground her heel in.
He laughed at her, nipping her neck where the cords were the most tender. "You're barefoot, girlie. How much harm can you do?"
"Enough," she said. "Whatever I can."
His response was to hoist her onto his hip like a bag of grain as he strode to a small clearing of grass. 
In frustration, she tried to focus on her spark of life the way Indiris had taught her. Maybe she could manage enough magic to throw a ball of fire into the grass his feet. 
Still nothing. A sob of desperation and hopelessness escaped her.
She was just reaching for the sword on his back when he wrenched her around and threw her to the ground. She bit her tongue when she landed and could taste blood as the pain streaked down her throat. 
She had to get up and she knew it. In desperation, she crawled to her hands and knees and pushed onto her feet. Three steps was all she managed before he hooked her back with a meaty arm.
Wet lips roamed the back of her neck, pushing aside her braid. His meaty hands traveled to the front of her hips and yanked on her shift, hiking it up to her waist.
She screamed. It might do no good but she screamed again. Then she struggled in earnest.
"You'll pay for this," she said. "My mother will have your eyes boiling in their sockets before the night is out."
"I have no worry for my eyes," he said. "Right now, it's my balls that are burning."
The brute grunted and twisted her hair into a knot as he shoved her toward a stand of trees surrounded by gooseberry bushes. 
She staggered with each shove to her back. Once, she fell and thought that perhaps he wouldn't wait any longer. Her fingers clutched at moss, thinking she would throw handfuls of it in his eyes if he pinned her to the forest floor. 
Instead, he grabbed her foot and dragged her the rest of the way. She dug her fingers into the ground, trying to resist but he was too strong and she was far too tired. 
"On your knees," he said.
She tried to scrabble away, but he was fast for a large man and his hands gripped her by the hips and pulled her toward him. She bucked sideways, hoping to throw him off.
 He only laughed. "You're as feisty as a badger," he said. "Maybe I won't share you after all."
And then he crammed a meathy, hurtful hand beneath her shift.






  
  CHAPTER 4


"My mother will kill you," she growled. "Or what's left of you when I'm done." 
"There'll be about two ounces less of me at any rate," he said and released her long enough to fiddle with his breeches. She used the distraction to try to squirm away but he grabbed her with his free hand, pressing her legs wider. 
She managed a weak cuff against the side of his head, but the lack of air was making her head swim. She thought she heard a rustle in the bushes, but the bastard was so intent on his task that she didn't dare crane her neck to see if someone else had found them. 
In the next instant, a blur of black curls loomed over the brute's head, and the butt of a sword crashed into the brute's cheekbone.
He fell off her, holding his hand to his face. Two heartbeats later, he was on his feet, facing his green-eyed comrade from the wagon. 
She scrambled backwards, trying to get to the underbrush before either one made a grab for her, but she fetched up against a man-sized boulder.
"What the devil, Chelan?" The brute growled at the interloper. "You can have her when I'm done."
"You won't have her at all, Feran." 
The older man faced off against Chelan, unarmed –but Aislin believed he was not unmatched. This Chelan might be quicker, but Feran was broad enough to be climbed by a mountain goat.
"She's mine," Feran said. "I was willing to share her with you. Now, not so much."
"That's not why we're here," Chelan said.
Now that her throat was free of the captor's grip, Aislin's blood seemed to remember how to make its journey back through her limbs. She didn't care what happened between these two--who won, or what the victor decided to do with the loser. This was her chance to get away, and she didn't intend to waste it.
She inched her way sideways, thinking that all she had to do was get far enough away while they were occupied that she could scrabble to her feet and bolt through the bushes.
"Maybe it's not why we're here, but a man doesn't thumb his nose at the gods of Fortune."
"Then I claim first rights," Chelan said.
"First rights are for the captor, you fool, which I am. Or for the liege, which you aren't," the brute said. "Here you are just another warrior. A disgraced warrior at that."
Chelan grinned. "You forget why I'm in such disgrace."
"What does it matter here?" the brute said. "You'll be dead." At that he lunged for Chelan, but found empty air at the end of his leap. He shook his head like a wet dog and Aislin inched at least three more hand spans backwards. 
She crab-walked herself toward the trees, keeping her eye on the two men as they made for each other in great lunges. 
Chelan swung his sword with expert skill, but Feran ducked low enough to leave Aislin wondering how such a boorish physique could manage such dexterity. In the next second, he was out of the reach of Chelan's sword. 
She pushed on, her left hand reaching behind her and feeling something cold and round: a stone that fit perfectly into her palm. She wrapped her fingers around it, not willing to let it go just yet. Another few paces, and then she would spring to her feet and run. Only then would she give up the weapon.
Chelan had found a way to corner the bigger man against a tree. He had several bruises already rising on his cheek and eye; Aislin could see them even from her distance. That would be sore, come morning. Not that she cared. She'd be long gone.
"Walk away, Feran," Chelan said.
Feran snorted. "So you'll have her to yourself, then?"
Chelan said nothing, only pressed the point of his sword into the older man's stomach. "Half a hundred times if I so please." 
Sweet goddess. It was an exaggeration, surely. Even so, the thought struck horror into her belly. She'd be damned by the goddess if she went calmly into that dark cavern. 
She was close enough by then that she could feel the tickle of brush in her hair. If she was deliberate and quiet, she could ease to her feet and sprint off into the trees. 
But even as she uncoiled her legs beneath her and made ready to swing her entire body towards the woods, the brute realized she was on her feet.
"Looks like once is too many for that vixen," he said with a dark chuckle. 
The sound of his voice and the undercurrent of danger it held, was the last motivation for her to make a break for the bushes. 
She pushed through the branches, not caring when they scraped at her skin or whipped her legs as she ran. She only cared that she put as much of her energy into each pace as she could, that she pumped her arms to add speed when the trees grew sparser. 
It would be foolish to run back towards the grassland and the village; she'd be far too vulnerable as she ran in the open, and a quick jump on a horse would run her down in no time. But she knew the woods, had played there, hunted there, searched out wild herbs there her entire life. The woods were her best bet.
All she needed was a landmark to tell her where she was. All she needed was for her mind to stop racing long enough that she could concentrate.
Panic spread through her limbs as she scanned the woods she clawed her way through. It soaked her legs so thoroughly that they pumped on, oblivious to the commands her mind tried to send them: to slow down, to take in her surroundings, to make and take decided action.
She began to think she might actually escape, when





OEBPS/cover.jpeg







