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Chapter 1

 

 

LADY Alique Zorba ground the dried leaves into powder with more than her usual enthusiasm, her hands clammy despite the early spring day.

“Stupid man,” she said, “perfectly suitable woman right under his nose and he chooses some vagabond from the wilds!” Of course, that vagabond was easily the most beautiful creature Alique had ever seen. Even she would admit that, though not to the woman in question.

She paused in the grinding, shaking her head. How was she to convince Nikolas Cosara he had made a mistake? That Merielle “no-name” wasn’t the woman for him? That only Alique could make him happy? He was probably with Merielle right now. Her gut burned to think of Nikolas with her. She returned to the mortar and pestle, adding another herb to the mix.

A sharp knock sounded at the door to the chambers.

“Doctor Mosard,” a deep voice enquired, “I wonder if you could spare a moment of your time?”

Alique closed her eyes, barely suppressing a groan. She knew that voice. It belonged to one of her least favored acquaintances, General Kain Jazara, leader of the Wildecoast Army and thorn in her side.

She composed her features and turned to the door. “The doctor is in the herb garden, General.”

Jazara bowed. He looked good, fit and strong, his charcoal gray uniform molding the hard muscles of his shoulders and thighs, his dark hair just long enough to cover the tops of his ears. A pretty picture he might make, but his arrogance made Alique grind her teeth.

“Lady Alique, I’m sorry to disturb you. I’ll leave you to your work.”

“A minute, General.” She must act as soon as possible and Kain was Nikolas’s best friend.

The general stopped before the open door and turned back to her. “Lady?” he said, eyebrow raised.

Oh, he really doesn’t want to be in my company any longer than necessary. 

“I’m loath to mention this, but I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t and something was to happen.”

“Go on.” His impatience was palpable.

“I speak of Lord Cosara and his liaison with that redhead. She’s not suitable for him and I fear he’s making a terrible mistake that he and the kingdom will regret. What do any of us know of her?”

Kain had gone very still. “I admit I’m concerned about Niko, but he’s a big boy and can make his own decisions.”

“But she’s a nobody. We don’t even know her last name!”

Kain closed the door and entered further into the room. “I’m sure the queen will have her say in the matter. Lady Merielle will be investigated and if she is found wanting, Her Majesty will step in.” 

“If,” Alique muttered. “The woman is clearly hiding something; anyone can see it.”

“This means a lot to you, My Lady.”

Alique frowned, discomforted at revealing so much of herself. “I had long thought Nikolas and I were suited, but he has never looked twice at me.”

“That must sting,” Kain said.

“I know what you think of me,” she said, “but Nikolas needs a wife and I happen to believe I am more suitable than a beautiful tramp with no background.”

“Calm yourself, Lady Alique,” Kain said. “I agree this union is a concern and that you would be eminently suitable. I’ve even expressed that to Niko.”

Alique gasped, never expecting the general would have spoken up for her. “Really? What was his response?”

“He told me to butt out, or words to that effect.”

Alique lowered her eyes, lest Kain see how desperate she had become, how disappointed she was. “Oh.”

His fingers lifted her chin gently so he could look into her eyes. “Never fear. I’ll talk to him and see if I can convince him he’s making a huge mistake.”

“You will?” She should have been offended that Kain Jazara’s fingers still rested on her skin, but she couldn’t think straight.

“I will.” He released her chin, bowed and walked to the door. “I’ll let you know how I go.”

And he was gone, just like that! Alique placed her fingers where Kain’s had been and shivered. She took a deep breath to quiet her hammering heart and restore some composure. It was just the shock of being touched by a commoner. It had nothing to do with the handsome and virile man who had left her work chamber seconds before.

* * *

Kain’s steps took him away from Lady Alique in more of a hurry than usual. She got under his skin far too easily. 

But she was right - Lady Merielle wasn’t a suitable wife for Nikolas, the queen’s cousin and admiral of the King’s Navy. The woman, who had turned up on Niko’s doorstep and taken advantage of his protection, worried Kain. He wanted to know more about her but there appeared to be no more to know. He huffed out a breath. As if he didn’t have enough to ponder over with dark elves threatening. 

Little was known of the Lenweri. The last uprising had been almost twenty years before when the king’s brother, Jiseve, had pushed them back into their mountain stronghold. Now Jiseve was dead and the Lenweri were pushing closer and closer to the towns and cities of Thorius. If that weren’t enough, Prince Jiseve’s death, and the disappearance of his daughter Alecia, had thrown the succession into question. And King Beniel wasn’t coping with the loss of his brother, heaping added responsibility onto the queen and onto Kain.

Kain was a fighting man and didn’t relish these political intrigues the nobility concerned themselves with. It was one of the reasons he loved Nikolas. He was a man of the people and not your usual lord. But a marriage to Alique would have strengthened the queen’s side of the throne. It didn’t make sense for Niko to disregard the kingdom in his choice of a wife. Kain would tell him that, but whether Niko would listen was another matter.

* * *

Lady Alique strolled the drafty hallways of the castle on her way to attend Queen Adriana. Today she would have to mention her medical studies and her need to have more time with Doctor Mosard. She was falling behind in her learning, staying up half the night to read the tomes the doctor kept sending her.

A week had gone by and she hadn’t seen or heard anything from Kain Jazara. She knew he was absent and hoped he had been to visit Nikolas. Alique had been on tenterhooks all week, waiting to hear from her unlikely ally. She tried not to get her hopes up, but an alliance with Nikolas would make many things easier. It would keep the queen and her parents happy; after all, the monarch had agreed that Nikolas would be lucky to attract such a wife. Alique had everything going for her: youth, intelligence, beauty, and breeding.

She was so engrossed in her thoughts of a royal marriage, she failed to see the man coming toward her.

“Lady Alique,” General Jazara said, bowing and stopping in front of her.

“General.” Alique swallowed sudden nerves. “Do you have news?”

Kain looked to the side. “I suggest we find somewhere more private to talk. Any suggestions?”

Alique nodded and led the way down the hall into a small sitting room used for visiting guests. Kain followed, closing the door. His dark eyes ran over her body and she shivered.

“Your news, General?”

“I’ve just returned from the Cosara estates. It was good to see Niko, although his lady was in residence.”

“They’re living together already?”

Kain snorted. “She has nowhere else to go.” He strode across the room, his hand rubbing the back of his neck.

Alique’s heart warmed further that Kain worried so for his friend. “You discussed the lady in question with him?”

“I did.” He spun to face her. “Damn it, he’s so smitten. I never thought to see it. Niko has never been like this in all the years I’ve known him.”

Alique’s stomach tightened and tears threatened. So much riding on this and all for nothing. But she couldn’t let Kain see her pain. She cleared her throat and took a deep breath.

“Thank you for trying, General. It was a hopeless cause from the start. I should have seen that.”

His eyes snapped to hers. “You’ve accepted this news better than I could have hoped.”

Alique’s chin came up. “I know when I’m beaten.”

He frowned. “So, you’re giving up?”

“What do you advise I should do? Go to his estate and plead with him to reconsider?” Alique sat in a nearby chair and smoothed her skirts. “Do you think that would have any effect?” If she concentrated on her breathing, perhaps she would get through this meeting without embarrassing herself.

“No, it would only annoy him,” Kain Jazara said. “He’s under her spell and there’s no reasoning with him.”

“Then I must move on and forget I ever had any desire to join my life with his.”

“You can do that? Just decide to move on?”

“There is nothing easy about this, General, but I try not to waste my time on hopeless causes. Thank you for your help. That will be all.”

Kain stared at her as if he couldn’t believe his ears, then bowed and left, his back stiff and hands clenched.

What did he expect? That she’d throw herself on the ground and weep? Or ride out and plead her case directly to Nikolas? Alique had her pride, and if Nikolas was too stupid to see that Merielle was unsuitable, then she would sit back and watch him reap the consequences. And be smug when disaster followed. The trouble was, smugness wouldn’t comfort her on the lonely nights. 

* * *

Kain didn’t know what to make of Alique Zorba. She never acted as he anticipated. He had expected her to be distraught, vocal, angry… but not that quiet acceptance of her failure. It was a pity there was no hope for the union. Nikolas needed a decent wife, one who was used to court life. Alique Zorba was the perfect combination of beauty and breeding - a woman who understood the demands placed on those close to the throne. Instead he appeared to have chosen Merielle, a beautiful woman sure enough, but one who would never make the grade.

He felt a pang of guilt at the thought. He should be supporting Nikolas, not waiting for him to fail. Merielle had been good for him so far, bringing him back to a normal life, but Kain still didn’t trust her. She had no past and it made him suspicious. All Kain could do was keep an eye on the mysterious redhead and be there to pick up the pieces when she made her move.


Chapter 2

 

 

THE next day after luncheon, Alique attended Queen Adriana, along with a handful of ladies, in the royal sitting room. She set to mending one of her gowns, but her mind was only half on the task. Just as well it was all she needed to complete the fine crimson stitches in the hem. Try as she might, she couldn’t get Nikolas Cosara out of her head. It didn’t help that some of the ladies wouldn’t stop gossiping about Merielle.

Alique ground her teeth as another lady speculated about where Merielle had come from. Wildecoast castle was rife with gossip at the best of times, but when one of its most eligible bachelors succumbed to a mysterious woman with no past, it was bound to be one of the favorite topics.

“What news of Princess Benae and your brother, Ramón, the new stewards of Brightcastle, Alique?” Lady Emmella asked. Alique could have hugged her. Emmella was her closest friend amongst the queen’s ladies, and the question was clearly designed to take the topic away from Nikolas.

She smiled at her friend. “Thank you for asking, Emmella. I heard only yesterday that Ramón is recovering from the chest wound he sustained defending the king and Princess Benae from the assassins at Prince Jiseve’s funeral. Benae nursed him herself. She’s quite gifted in that regard.”

“The rumor is Princess Benae is pregnant,” Lady Diseta said. Diseta was the oldest of the queen’s ladies and it was thought she’d never marry. She trained the ladies and Alique believed her fair, if very strict.

“And the prince died in the marital bed, in the act.” The youngest lady, a blonde called Krina, fixed her wide blue gaze on Alique. “How appallingly embarrassing!”

Alique ground her teeth. “It is tragic, Krina, and I would thank you to remember a man is dead.” She turned to Diseta. “Benae is indeed with child. If it’s a son, he’ll be next in line to the throne of Thorius. Ramón and Benae will administer Brightcastle until the babe comes of age.”

“How cozy,” Krina said. “I remember rumors of impropriety between those two when they visited. Now they will run the principality. It seems Sir Ramón and Princess Benae have benefited handsomely from Prince Zialni’s death.”

Alique glared at the young lady and opened her mouth to deny the charge but was cut off by the queen.

“That is gossip I will not allow, Krina!” Queen Adriana snapped. “Honestly girl, sometimes I wonder about your mouth. Go and supervise the servants dusting my room, and when they are finished, I will have another chore for you.”

Krina looked horrified as she stood, curtsied and left the room.

“I apologize,” Adriana said, turning to Alique.

Diseta spoke before Alique could. “Your Majesty, I’m sorry my latest charge cannot guard her tongue. I’ll take her aside for special training.”

“I trust it will not happen again,” the queen said. “Now, let us have some of the special tea my dear husband brought back from Brightcastle town.”

Adriana rang the bell for the servant and Alique went back to her hem, trying to dispel nerves that made her hand tremble. She didn’t know what upset her most – the shock of Krina’s veiled accusation or remembering how close her brother had come to death without her knowing. If she had lost Ramón… Well, she didn’t even want to think of it. Their last words had been less than adequate: her teasing him about his feelings for Benae and him snapping back in defense. It had been poor behavior on her part, and she regretted it. 

Thinking that those words might have been the last they ever exchanged made her reflect on her status in the court of Wildecoast. She didn’t wish to be an idle lady, manufacturing gossip to keep herself amused. Even if Ramón and Benae had… It didn’t matter what they had done. The king had blessed Ramón’s stewardship of Brightcastle and even knighted him. Her brother would help Benae with the day to day running of the principality for as long as he was needed.

She came back to the moment to find a messenger whispering to Adriana. The queen’s eyes widened, and she blanched, glancing over at Alique. 

What now?

“You are excused,” the queen said to the messenger. She turned to Alique. “I have just been brought news that your family farm has been seized by bandits.”

Alique sprang to her feet. “My mother and father?”

“It is unknown who is at risk, but I assure you help is being assembled as we speak. The messenger came to me from General Jazara.”

Alique curtsied to the queen. “I must go, Your Majesty. Please excuse me.” Without waiting for permission, Alique hurried from the room.

* * *

Kain Jazara strapped his bed roll to the back of the saddle and stowed his provisions in the saddle bags. After a quick check of his sword and knives, he turned his attention to his men. Fifty should be enough. He had no information about the force that held the Zorba estates, but he could send for reinforcements if needed.

Kain’s eye fell on a striking blonde woman in a dark green velvet riding habit, and he groaned. Alique Zorba, the last person I need.  

He bowed to her as she stalked up to him.

“Is it true, General? My family? Held hostage?”

“I can’t confirm anything until I investigate, Lady Alique,” Kain said, “but that’s the word I have. One of your workers was released in order that he could let the king know of the hostage situation. I have questioned him and believe he tells the truth.”

“Who was it?”

“A laborer called Dolf.” 

“He is trustworthy and solid.” Alique clutched her upper arms, nails white. Her blue eyes pierced him. “Did he say who was there? My parents? Goddess! My sister takes the boys out to visit this time every week. She is heavy with child…”

“Lady Alique,” Kain said, “I know this must be distressing news but I’m sure the situation can be resolved. I’ll get word to you as soon as I know what has occurred.”

“Don’t try to reassure me, General. We both know how this could end.”

“I’m not underestimating the situation, if you’re concerned about my judgement.” Kain clenched his teeth to stop the angry words spilling out. Of all people to be involved in this, Alique was the last he wished to deal with.

“I’m coming with you,” she said.

“Out of the question, My Lady.” The thought of Alique amid negotiations with armed bandits was almost enough to send a shiver up his spine. Almost. Thank the Goddess he wasn’t that easily troubled.

She gathered herself and stood to full height, which was average at best, but those eyes could cut stone at fifty paces. “This is my family, and I won’t sit here safe while they’re under threat. Make me promise whatever you like, but I am going with you.”

Kain stared at her but she met his gaze unflinching, something not many could do. He raised and discarded several arguments in his head, but in the end came up with nothing.

“What does the queen say to this?”

“I doubt she knows, but I also doubt she could stop me, short of a royal decree. Adriana understands how I feel about my family.”

“You’ll only get in the way,” he said.

“Then I’ll try to stay out of the way,” Alique said. “I have healing skills which might be of use.”

Kain examined the stubborn set of her delectable mouth and knew he was wasting precious time. “You may accompany us but stay back. I’ll detail a guard to watch over you and you must stay with them. We’ll be out overnight.” He turned to a nearby soldier and ordered the man to pack a tent and a few other items he thought Alique might need. “Do you have a medical kit, My Lady?”

“Packed on my horse, General. I’m ready to leave when you are.”

Alique’s black mare was brought from the stable and held for her to mount. Kain almost groaned out loud when he realized she’d be riding side saddle. No chance of pushing the pace then. Perhaps he could take a group ahead and allow her to follow with her guard. Already the woman was giving him a gut ache.

He let out a long sigh. “Mount up and move out. Darin, take nine men and guard the lady.” With those orders he trotted his horse across the stable yard and through the palace gates.

* * *

Alique and her guard were one hundred paces behind Kain and his men. From her position amongst the soldiers, she could just make out the general’s gray uniform atop his prancing black stallion. At least he had impeccable taste in horses, but the man was an arrogant ass. To think he had tried to stop her checking on her own family. And now he refused to ride with her?

Each time Alique tried to pick up the pace, the soldiers with her crowded her mare, Ebony, and she had to pull back. None of them seemed to respond to her glares. They had their orders.

As the afternoon wore on, the wind freshened and Alique pulled her cloak around her – a serviceable cloak she had used when checking stock on the family farm. It was a deep forest green and unlikely to draw attention. She couldn’t be faulted there.

Two hours into the ride, Kain called a halt and Alique’s party caught up. Kain had dismounted and talked in hushed tones with his second in command, a nondescript, stocky sergeant called Jer Blas.

Alique pushed her way into their conversation. Kain glared at her but held his tongue.

“What do you plan?” she asked.

Kain cleared his throat. “We need to be closer yet before we decide on tactics. How far would you say we are from the estate now, My Lady?”

Alique looked around at the countryside. “An hour or a little more, perhaps,” she said. “Forest borders the northern edge of the farmland. It’s a possible vantage point from where we can formulate a plan.”

Kain studied her, his eyes narrowed. “Yes, that would work, as long as the bandits aren’t holed up in those very woods.”

“It’s a risk we must take, General,” Sergeant Blas said.

“I don’t like this,” Kain said, as if talking to himself. “I wish I knew who they are and where they came from.”

“And what they want!” Alique’s nerves were raw. What if she lost them all?

“We’ll know soon enough, My Lady.” Blas turned to Kain. “Mount up, General?”

“Mount up,” Kain ordered.

Alique hurried to Ebony and mounted, kicking her out from the pack of soldiers and joining Kain. She would not be left behind again.

* * *

Kain tried to ignore Alique as they trotted toward the Zorba estate; a difficult task with her riding right beside him. After the first few miles, he gave up trying to convince her to drop back and detailed a dozen men to ride in front of them. She scowled at that, but said nothing. She’d soon find out she couldn’t have her way in all things. Unfortunately, she was getting her way far too often.

Lady Alique Zorba wasn’t a woman who had been said “no” to often enough. Kain knew the type, having two younger sisters who were very similar and equally as spoilt. His sisters, however, had not the advantage of being beautiful blonde noblewomen. Alique was used to being the center of attention, and her months spent as lady-in-waiting, and with Doctor Mosard, had done nothing to change her high opinion of herself.

Not that she didn’t deserve to hold herself in high regard… Goddess! Why was he talking like this in his head? He had important matters to deal with, and the least of his concerns should be the alluring young woman who rode beside him.

Kain turned his attention to the countryside they were riding through. It was open farmland, the lifeblood of Wildecoast, along with the fishing industry. They passed all types of farms, from dairy through to beef and pork, cereal crops and fruit trees. Most farms had a mixture to spread their earnings and risk, and consisted of several small holdings under one local lord who oversaw the entire operation.

He noticed Alique’s knuckles white on her reins. “What sort of farms make up your estate, My Lady?” Perhaps that would distract her.

She frowned. “Similar to the other mixed farms, but larger,” she said. “Also, we breed horses for the army, which you would already know. And we have a sizable lumber business, leasing the woods I spoke of earlier.”

“Ah, yes, my father uses timber from your farm. He says it’s the equal of any in the kingdom.”

Alique smiled. “Not as good as that from further north and west, I think. I didn’t know your papa was a carpenter.”

“He’s a master carpenter. His business is in the town and thriving, so much so that he’s too busy, and wanting myself and my brother to help him out.”

“But you don’t wish to?”

“It’s not that, so much. I’d do almost anything for Father, but giving up my whole life? It’s too much to ask.”

“The army is that important to you? You don’t seem that content, if you don’t mind me commenting.”

Kain flicked his gaze across to Alique, stunned at her perception when she knew him so little and seemed to like him even less. “The army is a compromise, a way I can work with horses.”

“Ah, so that’s what you love, what stirs you?”

He’d achieved his goal, to distract her from the job ahead, but at what cost? Kain unclenched his jaw with difficulty. He didn’t wish to expose too much of himself, especially to Alique, who was merely an acquaintance. 

“Never mind, General,” she said. “If you don’t wish to tell me of your dreams and desires, you need not.”

The way she said desires stirred him. She was just being flirty, but the reaction of his body was disturbing and unexpected. Perhaps if he treated her as he would his youngest sister, it would put everything between them on a safer footing?

Before he could reply though, Alique changed the subject. “The stallion you ride is beautiful. I know he’s not one of ours. From where did he come?”

Kain cleared his throat. “A horse trader from up north sold him to me last year. Snow was a mean one when I first acquired him, but he’s coming around with a lot of patience. Still likes to get a nip in if I’m not careful.”

“Snow?” Alique’s azure eyes were puzzled. “That’s his name?”

Kain shrugged. “I thought it was original at the time. He’s almost been more trouble than he’s worth, but I saw something in him that day, and he has pulled me out of the fire on more than one occasion. Fearless he is.”

Alique ran an appraising eye over the coal-black horse. “Deep of chest and strong of leg,” she said. “Looks like he’d have endurance and speed. A good prospect for breeding.”

Kain opened his mouth and snapped it shut. Oh, she was good, this woman. Worming in under his guard with her observations and questions. It’d be difficult to stay one step ahead of her. “You should know.”

“Ah,” she said, “non-committal. Let me know if you ever decide you want Snow to become a daddy. I’m sure Papa would jump at the chance to have him at stud for a season.” Her eyes clouded and she looked ahead and pointed. “That smudge there is the forest to the north of the Zorba estates. Another half hour and we’ll be there.”


Chapter 3

 

 

ALIQUE, Kain and the soldiers reached the Zorba estate in less than half an hour. They gathered under the trees after ascertaining no bandits lurked there. Alique led them to a small clearing she and her brother and sisters had played in as children. It was large enough for a dozen soldiers and their horses, and the rest of the men spread out through the trees to keep watch for the enemy.

Alique dismounted, trying to peer through the trees to the estate house, but seeing nothing. Kain squatted to draw in the dirt with a stick, and she looked over his left shoulder.

“We’re here,” he said, scribbling in the dirt. “The manor house is here, the stables behind the house, the staff quarters here.” He looked up at Alique. “Correct?”

She nodded, impressed. It appeared he had done his research.

Kain looked back at his dirt map. “Dolf told me there is a lane that runs south of the house and winds its way past thirteen other estate properties.” Kain drew the road in and handed the stick to Alique. “Can you sketch in the properties, My Lady?”

She frowned as she completed the task, including the locations of the buildings on each farm. It wasn’t easy to remember it all but when she had finished, she was happy with her dirt map.

Kain raised one dark brow. “Very good, My Lady, most comprehensive.” He gathered his men. “Have a look at this map. This is the area of our search. As you can see, the task is a large one, or potentially so. We’ll work methodically through all these buildings, beginning with the manor house.”

A thought occurred to Alique. “Why didn’t Dolf come back with you?” 

Kain’s eyes dropped. “He was in no fit state. The bandits beat him before they sent him off. I think they wished to give us the message they were serious. They certainly did that.”

Alique’s heart lurched at his words. That her family could be exposed to barbarians who would harm a gentle man like Dolf! “Will he heal?”

Kain stood, still not meeting her gaze. “He was badly shaken, his fingers broken, and his face so misshapen he could only see from one eye. He passed out soon after bearing his message.”

“Will he be well?” she said, teeth clenched.

“Honestly, I don’t know.” 

He barked out a few orders and the soldiers broke into five groups of ten men so they could search all the buildings of the home farm simultaneously.

“Where do you want me?” Alique asked.

“You stay with me. I wouldn’t like to have to explain to the queen if you were injured.”

“Perhaps I can take care of myself?”

“How? I don’t see any weapons.” His hard gaze ran over her and Alique felt summarily dismissed.

How dare he? Well, he didn’t have to know about the five knives hidden about her person. She could defend herself if any bandit was stupid enough to lay hands on her. She wasn’t bad at knife throwing either. Perhaps not a skill most ladies possessed but her father had insisted his children all learned basic self-defense. And they had practiced it on each other growing up. Many were the nights one or the other of them had lain with cuts and bruises, or worse. Mama had patched them up and said not a word. Oh yes, Alique could defend herself if needed.

“Let’s see what we’re dealing with,” she said, and pushed her horse toward the trail that led to the homestead. Behind her, Kain growled. Let him! He’d discover she wasn’t just a fine lady who sat at home and allowed others to do the dirty work. She didn’t examine the reason she needed to prove herself to Kain. He was insufferable and had to be put in his place, that was all.

A trio of soldiers passed her, and she found herself beside Kain again, with the remainder behind. Two groups had been sent into the homestead via the front entrance, and the other two would beat their way through the forest and come at the buildings from the back. Her group would enter the clearing after the first two groups had approached the homestead and completed an initial inspection. That way if there was immediate hostility, not all the force would be engaged.

They reached the edge of the sheltering forest and drew up within the cover of the trees, waiting. Alique’s horse fidgeted, sensing her impatience to get moving; to discover the fate of her family. She calmed her features, hoping her heart would follow suit, and glanced across to Kain.

Alique had heard great things of Kain Jazara and so far, she couldn’t fault his tactics. The men respected him, and he was obviously a supreme horseman. He was rumored to be a master swordsman and almost as good with a horse bow. It was even said he had an uncanny knack of anticipating the enemy. But now, as he sat his horse, he seemed focused inward, as though he were listening. His preoccupation unsettled her. What was wrong with the man?

The thought only served to make her tense and so she practiced deep breathing to steady her nerves. All would be well; she would make it so. The Zorbas had already borne more than their fair share of grief, with her older sister Elinor, Ramón’s twin, dying in childbirth four years past. And they had gone so close to losing Ramón himself just a matter of weeks ago. Alique still felt a pang of dread that she might never have seen her big brother again. When they were reunited, she would set about healing the hurts she had inflicted by being self-centered and mischievous. Ramón had always been her best friend and she had never recognized it until she almost lost him.

The twenty soldiers appeared under the leadership of Sergeant Blas and formed up in front of the homestead in ranks of five abreast, with the sergeant in the center of the front row. Alique could see the other two units circling around the back through the outbuildings. It appeared they had broken up into bands of five men and were conducting a quick check to ascertain if anyone was present.

Sergeant Blas dismounted and drew his sword, four men following his lead. They approached the front door, some of the other fifteen soldiers leading their horses around the sides of the mansion and peering into windows. Blas sent three men through the front door, but all was quiet inside. Alique tried not to dwell on what it might mean.

“Let’s go,” Kain said, and pushed his horse forward. She followed, happy to be moving at last.

They pulled up at the house and Kain dismounted. “Stay here.”

Alique didn’t think her jaw could be any tighter and despite her urgency to see her folks, she nodded.

He wasn’t long. “They’ve been in the house. Furniture is tipped over and breakfast interrupted. No blood, but signs of a struggle.” He mounted his horse and they turned their attention to the outbuildings.

Alique nodded. “I knew it couldn’t be that simple.”

The twenty men who had searched the outbuildings were now strung out amongst the stables, cottages and plow sheds, keeping watch on the paddocks.

Corporal Darin approached. “No one inside the stable from what we can see, General, but we need to enter to be sure. The worker cottage has been checked.”

Kain turned to Alique. “Stay here,” he said.

He dismounted and walked toward the stable entrance as if his word would be followed. She dismounted and followed him, with some of the soldiers. He was still distracted, for he didn’t notice her dogging his steps.

The odor of the stable assailed her and calm descended. This had been her favorite place when she lived on the farm, and she had spent many a day in her troubled teens up in the loft, breathing in the soft scent of the hay and listening to the gentle snorts of the horses.

All was quiet today, too quiet. There were no sounds of horses, and at least some of the breeding stallions, and the work and riding horses, should have been stabled here. The hairs stood up on Alique’s neck. She hurried forward to mention the horses to Kain, but he had already placed his hand on the ladder that led to the loft. 

Alique heard a soft click followed by a sharp cracking and hurled herself forward against Kain, shoving him aside as the loft and dozens of bales of hay came crashing down. Alique grunted, the air knocked out of her chest, but soon she was coughing, her eyes smarting at the dust. The soldiers made quick work of shifting the avalanche of hay and pulling her to her feet.

“Thank you, soldier,” she said, dusting her dress off. Her face and hair must look a mess, but better that than Kain buried under the loft timbers. She looked for him and saw him unmoving, his face white. 

“Something is amiss!” Alique felt underneath his head and her hand came away red with blood. “He must have smacked his head as he fell,” she said. “Fetch clean water.” 

She sat on the stable floor amongst the hay and debris from the loft, and laid Kain’s head in her lap. She could now see the small cut and swelling behind his right ear. It wasn’t deep but concussion could be serious. Some she had treated never awoke.

Her hands shook as she held a handkerchief to Kain’s head. She had been trying to save him, knowing a split second before the loft fell that danger was imminent. But now she had caused a possible fatal injury.

Kain groaned and his eyes fluttered, his throat convulsing in a swallow.

“Where is the water?” she asked again

Someone handed her a cup of cool water from the spring and she moistened the handkerchief and laid it against Kain’s head.

“Ahh,” he said and swallowed again. “What happened?”

“You can’t remember, General?” Alique asked. It wouldn’t be a bad thing if he didn’t recall who had shoved him to the ground. “You fell and hit your head.”

There was a quiet laugh from one of the soldiers.

Alique bristled. “This is not a laughing matter,” she said. “A blow to the skull can be a serious injury.”

“They laugh because they know my skull is the hardest part of me,” Kain said weakly. “Lucky it was my head that took the worst of the blow.” He attempted to get up.

“Stay where you are.” She was able to keep him prone with light force on his shoulders.

“We’ve lost too much time already,” he said.

Alique looked at Sergeant Blas and raised her brows. “Do you think the men could finish the check of the outbuildings, Sergeant? Let me know if you find anything unusual. And check the tracks, I want to know where all the horses are.”

“Lady, those are my men you’re ordering around,” Kain growled, squinting his eyes in pain.

“I can help your headache at least,” she said, shifting out from under him and placing a square of hay as a pillow. She stood and fetched her medicine bag from Ebony, along with her water skin.

Alique mixed two powders into a cup of water and added honey, for she knew Kain would complain about the bitter mixture. It was one of her trademarks that she liked to make her medicines palatable, and carrying honey was the easiest way to do so.

Alique gave the cup to Kain. “Drink it all.” She looked around the stable as he complied.

“That wasn’t as bad as I expected,” he said, handing the cup back. “Somehow I thought any medicine you brewed for me would taste so bad it would be impossible to swallow.”

“And what good would that be?” she asked. “Men are as finicky as children when it comes to medicine.”

Kain grinned, which was the last thing she expected.

“You did this to me, didn’t you?” he asked.

Alique stood. “I don’t know what you mean. The loft ladder was rigged to collapse.” She frowned at him. “See if you can sit up while I pack away these medicines. We should be on our way.”

While she fiddled with the ties on her medicine bag and strapped it back onto Ebony’s saddle, the men gathered at the front of the stable.

“The place is deserted, Lady Zorba,” Sergeant Blas said. “Darin scouted around and found the footprints of horses and men, at least a couple dozen each, heading up the road.” He pointed to the road that ran through the estate. “The footprints aren’t booted, but nor are they bare. They appear to have been made by a soft-soled shoe.”

Alique puzzled over that last remark as Kain walked slowly from the stable. “Lenweri,” he said. “Dark elves. They clad their feet in soft leather. Dolf suggested it was the elves who were responsible, but I doubted him until now.”

“But why?” Alique asked. “Why this estate? What do they hope to gain?”

“As to that,” Kain said, “I can’t say, but we’ve had increased activity in recent months.” He looked at Alique. “Apart from this stable, which of the other buildings are large enough to accommodate all the people on this estate?”

Alique blinked. Dark elves, her family held hostage, and Kain injured. This day wasn’t the best she had seen recently. She knew exactly where the elves would be. “The hay shed.”
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