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      The fire crackled softly in the hearth, a comforting sound as my thoughts spun with what I’d witnessed the night before during the storm.  Tall men with the same features as the men living in this protected glade with me.  Cursed men.  Like me.  Like Eloise.

      Lost in thought, I rose from my bed, dressed, and placed the bedding and mattress next to the others already tucked away beneath the window.

      Eight days had passed since I’d left my twin.  Eight days she had to endure alone.  Was she well?  Had Maeve hurt her again?  I needed to return.  Quickly.  But to gain the help I needed to free my sister, I needed the help of the seven men protecting me.  Help they would give in return for my help.  What help they needed, precisely, they could not say.  According to the letter, if any of them told me what they required of me, the help I gave would be ineffective.  However, I could not afford to waste precious days idly guessing.

      Eloise needed me.

      But so do they, my intuition whispered.

      I stared at the overcast sky through the window and debated the wisdom of ignoring the warning not to leave.  My intuition hadn’t yet led me wrong.  Ignoring it had, though.  That meant staying and attempting to help these cursed men.

      Was the help they needed related to the curse I’d witnessed the previous evening?  Could it be as simple as finding a way to break that curse?

      Simple?

      How laughable.  Nothing magic-related was ever simple.

      My gaze drifted to the door of the study where I’d found the letter asking for help.  Should I then start my research there?

      The indistinct murmur of voices rose outside before it hushed again, interrupting my thoughts and drawing me away from the study.  I considered what I knew of the seven men outside.

      They’d lived in this glade since they were children with a man named Henry, who could cast.

      They never entered the cabin when I could see them.

      They’d obviously been cursed in some way.

      And they couldn’t speak the truth about how I must help them.

      Did that then mean I shouldn’t know of their transformation?  If I did, would that already negate any help I might give them?

      Needing to understand the rules to ensure I did not idly waste time Eloise didn’t have, I opened the door and looked out over the rain-soaked yard.  The brothers were around the fire, preparing breakfast.  They paused at the sound of the latch lifting and turned to look at me.

      “Edmund.  Could I speak to you for a moment?”

      As he started for the cottage, I retreated inside to fetch the comb from the cabinet.  Then I stood facing away from the door, careful to avoid the window’s reflection.

      “Kellen?” Edmund said.

      I lifted the comb so he could see it.

      “Come.  Braid my hair for me.”

      I thought the following silence meant he was hesitating near the door.  However, the tug on the twine holding my hair proved me wrong.

      “You move silently,” I said.

      “It’s a learned skill.  Necessary here, as you know.”

      “True.”

      He plucked the comb from my fingers, and I closed my eyes at the sensation of it gently running through my hair.

      “To ensure I make no mistakes, I would like to better understand the rules for the help I can provide,” I said.

      “I cannot give you any hints.”

      “And I am not asking for any.  If I ask any question that I should not, simply do not answer it.”

      “All right.”

      “Could any knowledge I gain through my efforts invalidate the help I give?”

      “No.”

      His answer didn’t fully alleviate my concerns as I understood I could not directly ask him if what I saw the night prior was related to the help they needed.

      “Am I allowed to read everything that’s in the study?”

      “Yes.  Henry didn’t leave anything behind that would hurt us or your chances to help us.”

      “But did he leave anything that would help?”

      “Help you understand the powers you possess?  Yes.  Brandle believes you’re afraid of your abilities.  Perhaps the books will help you understand casting more so you will fear it less.”  His fingers began to twist my hair into a braid.

      “I don’t fear the power but what it might do to the people around me.  I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      “Can I ask you a question to better help you?” Edmund asked.

      “Please.”

      “Why is Brandle the only one of us who causes you to lose control of your powers?”

      “I don’t lose control of my powers; I lose control of my emotions.”  I would have stopped there, but he tugged at the end of my braid, silently demanding a better explanation.  “Brandle is direct and doesn’t conceal what he’s thinking or feeling when he looks at me.

      “With the rest of you, I can lie to myself.  Eadric is kind and courteous by nature and the easiest of you to be near.  Daemon and Darian are playful and not to be taken too seriously.  Liam and Garron are cautious, and you’re distant.”

      “Lie to yourself?  In what way?” Edmund asked.

      I didn’t know he was coiling my braid around his hand until he fisted it and gently tugged my head to the side.  I could feel his exhale on my neck, and my eyes popped open.

      “Close your eyes, Kellen, and answer me.”

      Heart thundering, I closed my eyes and focused on controlling the emotions churning inside that well, seeking to escape.

      “You are no longer helping me, Edmund.  Release me.”

      “You’ve lashed out at me several times.  You’ve proven that you have a temper.  Yet, you didn’t lose control any of those times.  Only with Brandle.  Why?”

      His exhales continued to torture the sensitive skin at my nape.  Edmund was no longer distant.  He was dangerously close.  I shivered, and the walls of the well trembled.

      “If you don’t wish to be struck again, please release me.”

      With one hand tangled in my braid, he used the other to cup my chin and tip my head back.  His lips skimmed my skin.  A soft gasp escaped me at the same time as what I felt slipped free of the well.

      My hands closed around his wrists, and I struggled to breathe through what he was making me feel. Heat and need.  His and mine.  But mostly his.

      “Edmund.  Please.  Stop,” I panted.

      His tongue darted out, tasting my skin.  My knees started to buckle.

      “Edmund, enough.  You’ve proven your point,” Darian said.  “Release her, or I’ll kick you in the bollocks myself.”

      Edmund’s lips left my neck to nip the outside of my ear.  The feel of his teeth brought me low and robbed me of my last shred of control.  The well was wide open, and I felt everything.

      The echoes of remembered emotions from within the cottage.  The six men gathered around the door, watching their brother slowly unmake me with barely a touch.  The land.  The rain that had fallen overnight.  The beasts in the forest.

      One’s pulse called to me more than the others. Strong. Familiar. Urgent.

      “Father,” I gasped, snapping out of the spell Edmund had wrapped around me.

      I thrust my head back sharply, connecting with Edmund’s nose.  He cursed.  Daemon laughed.  I spun around and darted out the door before any of them could stop me.

      Energy from the air and the ground seeped into the well, enabling me to run faster than the men pursuing me.

      “Kellen, stop!” Brandle yelled.

      An arm circled my waist just before I could reach the trees.  We tumbled forward together, but he turned us at the last moment so I landed on him instead of the ground.

      “Wait.  Don’t go.  It’s too dangerous.  Please, Snow.”

      The pet name he used halted my struggles to be free.  I closed myself off from the energy pouring into me and looked up at the overcast sky.  The faces of Liam, Darian, Eadric, and Daemon appeared to block the view.

      “Are you mad, Princess?” Darian asked, watching me closely.

      “Sparrow?” Eadric asked.

      “Lamb, you look pale.  Tell us what happened.  Was it Edmund or something with your father?”

      I sat up on Garron’s chest and turned to look down at him.  The desire to cry was now safely locked away in the well.  But I still felt hurt.  Deeply.

      “You see me as cold?” I asked.

      He flushed and shook his head.  “Never.”

      “Why Snow then?”

      The scarlet staining his cheeks deepened.

      “Snow never stays long.”

      The sad way he said it almost had me forgetting my purpose.

      I rose and offered him my hand.

      “I’m not leaving, Garron.  I felt my father.  He’s running this way.  Something’s wrong.”

      The words were barely out of my mouth when I heard a growl from within the shadowed depths of the forest.

      Father.

      His clothes were even more tattered than they had been.  Old blood matted the fur on his chest.  My heart broke for him, and I moved forward as he extended his hand.

      “Kellen.  Men come.”

      “Kellen, don’t,” Garron said, catching my arm.  “It’s dangerous.”

      “Magic,” my father growled.  The word was barely discernible, unlike the familiar red ribbon my father held in his outstretched hand.  My intuition whispered it was dangerous to me.

      “How many men?” I asked him.

      “Five.”

      “I understand.”

      He set the ribbon on the ground and retreated deeper into the shadows.

      “The ribbon needs to be destroyed,” I said.

      “Why?” Daemon asked.

      “I cannot give a reason but only assure you that it does.”

      He strode past me and picked up the ribbon.  The beasts in the forest didn’t growl at his entry, which I found odd.

      “I’ll toss it into the flames,” he said.

      “Thank you.”

      I yelped when Liam suddenly swept me off my feet.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      His brown eyes danced with amusement as he strode toward the cottage.

      “You ran out of the cottage without a cloak or boots, Kellen.  We understand your need to speak with your father, but if you cannot take care, then we will.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Your feet, Kellen.”

      I glanced at my mud-caked feet, feeling the bone-deep chill for the first time.

      “I’ll warm the water,” Darian called as Liam neared the fire.

      Edmund sat at the table with a cloth pressed against his nose and a hint of annoyance in his gaze.

      “I thought you didn’t want to hurt anyone,” he said, sounding a bit nasal.

      “I don’t.  Yet, I will defend my person when necessary.”

      He stood abruptly.

      “Edmund,” Brandle said with soft warning.

      He needn’t have bothered.  I knew that Edmund had no desire to hurt me.  The lingering feel of his teeth against my ear hinted at what he truly desired.

      “Defend?  Do you believe I would hurt you?” he asked with a scowl.

      “Hurt me?  No.  Take liberties I have not given leave for you to take?  Yes.”

      “Not given leave yet,” he said. “You won’t take me unaware again.”

      A smile tugged at my lips as I answered,  “I bet a copper you make the same mistake before the end of the day.”

      “I’m betting on Kellen,” Darian said.

      “I think she’s already proven it would be foolish to bet against her,” Daemon said.

      “A copper?” Brandle asked.  “Why do you need coin?”

      “What else should I ask for as a prize?” I asked.

      “A kiss, Princess,” Darian said.  “That’s always worth winning.”

      I snorted.  This wasn’t the first time they requested a kiss.  “A copper holds more value.  I could buy food, shelter, clothing, or even help with enough of them.  What can a kiss do?”

      The humor lighting their gazes disappeared, and the emotion that replaced it was one to be wary of.  The lot of them were playing some mad game I had no wish to play.

      “I would prefer to have my feet clean and appropriately covered before the men Father warned us about arrive,” I said.  “Please.”

      Edmund’s gaze narrowed on me briefly before he waved Liam toward the cottage.  Liam deposited me at the door and caught my chin like his brother had.  My heart fluttered.

      “I’ll return with warm water,” he said.

      “And a chair, please.”

      The dangerously playful way his lips tilted at the corners alerted me to the danger of the moment.  However, he didn’t attempt to kiss me.  He simply held my gaze for a few more heartbeats then left.

      He and Daemon returned with two pails of tepid water and the short stool.

      “The ribbon’s been burned to ash,” Daemon said, setting the stool just inside the door.

      “Thank you.”

      “Was it yours?”

      He watched me closely as Liam handed over the pails.

      “It was.”

      “I thought magic wasn’t allowed in Drisdall.”

      “It’s not.”

      I closed the door on them and washed away the mud.  Then I moved the stool closer to the fire to warm my feet.

      The knock a few minutes later didn’t surprise me.

      I found Brandle just outside while the others ate their oats at the table.

      “The men your father warned us of have arrived and are watching from the trees,” he said softly.  “I believe they're waiting for us to leave.”

      I nodded and considered our options.

      “Rather than wait for them to surprise us, we should surprise them,” I said.  “Liam and I are closest to the same size in the shoulders.  Have him bring me some oats, and we’ll switch clothes.”

      Brandle chuckled.

      “I doubt Liam will fit your dress.  But your plan is sound.  If you’re willing to wear his clothes and leave with the rest of us, I believe we can force their hand.  The sooner we’re rid of them, the better.”

      Brandle turned to leave, and I caught his arm.

      “We’ll send them away, won’t we?”

      He covered my hand with his.  “No more death, Kellen.  I promise.”

      With a pat, he left, and I turned my back on the door to begin unlacing my gown.

      A throat cleared softly behind me before I finished.

      “Come in, and close the door,” I said.

      I waited for the snick of the latch to speak.  “It would be best if I wear what you’re wearing now.  And a cap.  Brandle doesn’t believe you can wear my dress, but if you can show a hint of the skirt at the door as we leave, it should convince those watching that I’m still inside.”

      I let my dress fall to the floor, and standing in only my shift, I stretched my arm behind me.

      “Your pants, please, Liam.”

      “Kellen, you are the most unique woman I have ever met,” he said as I listened to the rustle of his clothes.

      “The world is filled with interesting women.  You’ve simply been looking in the wrong places.”

      “Such as this glade filled with my brothers?”

      “Precisely.”  Material weighted my palm, and I took his pants and quickly stepped into them.  They fit me just as loosely as they’d fit him, drowning out any hint of femininity I possessed.  Without any underthings, the coarser material scratched my inner thighs as I tied the strings.  I knew I would grow accustomed to it, though.

      Removing my shift, even with my back to him, made my heart race.

      “Shirt please,” I managed, holding out my hand again.

      Instead of placing it in my hand, he brought it over my head.  His fingers skimmed down my bare sides as he lowered the tunic and clasped my arms through the material, pinning them.  He rested his forehead on the top of my head and exhaled heavily.

      I held still, unsure what he meant to do.  He released my arms and hugged me from behind.  I could feel our size differences then.  How the back of my head touched his neck.  How his chest met my shoulders.  How his bare hips met my back.

      His hold didn’t feel lewd or wanton but tender and heartfelt.

      “Edmund isn’t angry that you hit him,” Liam said softly, his breath teasing my neck just as his brother’s had.  “Do you know why?”

      I shook my head.

      “He said your response to him was worth the pain.”  Liam’s lips brushed my temple.  “We all care about you, Kellen.  We will keep you safe.  Always.  And you never need fear us.  If Edmund is being an ass, speak it, and we will set him straight.  Don’t hurt yourself again to reprimand one of us for poor behavior.”

      His admission of how much they cared wrecked the hold I had on my emotions before I even knew what was happening.  Light flared behind me.

      “Liam, don’t.”

      “It’s okay, Kellen.  You’re not hurting me.  I promise.”

      He dipped his head and kissed the same spot Edmund had.  A soft gasp escaped me, and I cursed myself as a wanton woman as I tilted my head to enjoy the sensation.

      “This is wrong,” I said.

      “Allowing you to dress as a man to keep you safe or asking me to pretend to be a woman?”

      I snorted a laugh.  He chuckled against my skin then withdrew to simply hold me again.  The glow faded as I carefully regained control.

      “Be safe, Kellen.  That is all we ask of you.”

      “Are you certain that is all you are asking?”  After all, I’d felt his desire.

      “Well, Edmund and Brandle would be grateful if you stopped abusing their persons, but the rest of us have quietly enjoyed seeing you best them.”

      “You’re as incorrigible as the rest,” I said, shaking my head.

      Liam kissed my temple again and released me so I could thread my arms through the sleeves of the borrowed tunic.

      Once I finished, he turned me toward the door, careful to remain behind me, and handed me a cap.

      “Do not forget.  You are me,” he said.

      “I almost wish I could be here to see their faces when they enter the cabin expecting a helpless maid and instead find a naked man.”

      Liam chuckled.  “Their shock will be my advantage.”

      “Be safe, Liam,” I said, tugging the cap on and tucking my hair up.

      “I will be.  Go to the garden after you leave.  The rest will be waiting.”

      I nodded and opened the door.  Darian and Edmund lingered by the fire.  They waved farewell indifferently as I left the cottage and went back to cleaning up breakfast.  I knew it was an act for those watching, so I returned their half-hearted parting wave and went to join the others by the garden.

      When they saw my approach, they started for the cave opening.  Daemon lingered to accompany me.

      Ahead, the others disappeared one after another into the cave.  When we neared, Daemon gestured to the darkness that had swallowed Garron.

      “In you go, Lamb,” he said.

      Without hesitating, I stepped inside.  Garron’s large hand wrapped around mine.  He led me several paces forward then stopped to whisper in my ear.

      “Sound carries in here.  Stay where you are.”

      One of them took my other hand and brought it to his mouth to lightly nibble my fingertips.  I tugged my hand free.

      “Dolt,” I whispered.  “No glow.”

      I heard someone cuff the offender and shook my head at them.  In the following silence, a faint shout rose outside.

      “Wait for us to return,” Brandle whispered.

      Then they were gone.

      Alone, I listened to the yelling escalate.  I heard Edmund’s rage-filled roar.  Brandle called out.  Thumps and cursing rang from the clearing. My feet inched toward the opening.

      A tingle of warning whispered that it wasn’t safe to leave.  However, a moment later, it warned that it wasn’t safe to stay either.

      “Kellen Cartwright!  It’s time to return home!”

      A shadow filled the opening.  Tall.  Not one of mine.

      “Come out, poppet, and I promise to go easy on you,” the man crooned with a laugh.

      Edmund’s voice filled my head as I stepped forward so the man could see me.

      Men see you as small and weak.  Use it to your advantage.  Hit hard and fast; then run.  Show them you’re more trouble than they know.

      “There you are, poppet,” the man said.

      He grabbed my left arm.  I thrust the heel of my right hand up into his nose.  He cursed and jerked my arm, roughly lifting me, bringing me close enough to swing my free hand into his throat.  He made a choked sound and dropped me.  I thrust my knee up between his legs, and he toppled like a felled tree.

      Jumping over his prone body, I bolted out of the cave.  Near the garden, I paused long enough to grab the hoe.

      “Bitch!”

      The word echoed loudly from behind me, spurring me to run.

      With my weapon in hand, I raced around the corner of the cottage and straight into the fray.  All the times I’d held back when tormented by the boys in town came rushing forward.  Edmund’s rage became my own as I swung the hoe hard and hit the back of the man beating Garron.  The man cried out.  So did I when I realized the metal end was stuck in him.

      Garron pushed him down and thrust me into the cottage.  The door slammed shut, but not before I’d glimpsed another man rising behind Garron.

      Breathing heavily, I stared at the planks.

      The brothers weren’t safe out there.  Yet, I wasn’t safe in here either.  I needed to run.  Hide.

      The beat of my heart echoed my urgency.

      Think, Kellen.  Think.

      I spun around to face the rest of the space and ran for the cupboard that hid the entrance to their cold storage.  Swinging it open, I climbed the shelves like ladder rungs and pulled myself up into the loft.

      Lying flat on the floor, I waited.  It didn’t take long for the door to crash open.  I jolted but didn’t make a sound as I listened to the grunts and curses that followed.  Then everything quieted inside and out.

      “That’s all of them,” Brandle called.

      All of them?  They’d beaten the trackers?

      “Edmund,” Darian called.

      A whisper of sound came from below.

      “Stay hidden, Kellen,” Edmund said from inside.

      I waited until I heard him moving to lift my head and peer between the bedframes to the space below.

      Edmund hoisted one of the unconscious men and threw him out the door.  The second one followed.  Corded muscles rippled beneath his now tight, fitted shirt as he moved about the cottage, righting a chair here and bedroll there.

      I barely noticed Edmund’s efforts to fix the mess they’d made as I stared at him.  My memory of the night before hadn’t been wrong.  He had changed somehow.  So much so that he towered over the table and tiny stool.  Yet, his features were almost the same.  A bit larger and more spread out but still Edmund.  A handsome nose, swollen and brushed with blood.  Beautifully passionate eyes.  A split bottom lip pulled down in a frown as he picked up the broken pitcher.

      He stalked toward the door, and I watched him shrink before my eyes the moment he stepped over the threshold.

      “It’s safe to come out now, Lamb,” Daemon called.

      I set my forehead on the planks and breathed, struggling not to feel the fear and confusion I wanted to feel.

      “Kellen?” Garron called.

      “I need a moment,” I said.

      “Are you hurt?” Brandle asked.

      I heard his concern and knew any answer I gave would not be enough to assure him I wasn’t.  So I picked myself off the floor and climbed down the shelves on shaky limbs.

      When I emerged, no trackers remained in the yard.  Only my protectors.  Garron had his shirt off, and Brandle was looking at his stitches.  Darian was holding a cloth to his nose.  Liam, now wearing pants, had an eye already swollen shut.

      Beaten and bloodied in their efforts to keep and protect me.

      Edmund and Eadric strode from the trees together.  Eadric was limping.

      “None of that,” Daemon said, watching me.  He lifted his hand and wiped a tear away.

      I jerked away and wiped my face in disbelief.  I wasn’t one to cry.  Ever.  It was too dangerous.

      Yet, the tears continued to fall.  A noise escaped me.

      “Ah, Lamb.”  The tender way he said it was my undoing.  He held me close as I wept for all that I’d lost and all that I still faced.  And I wept for the men who would suffer alongside me, hoping for help I didn’t know how to provide.

      A hand stroked over my hair.

      “Are you hurt, Kitten?” Brandle asked.

      “N-no,” I said.  “I’m angry.”

      Daemon chuckled.  “You have an odd way of showing it.”

      “You didn’t see her swing the hoe,” Darian said.

      I lifted my head and looked at them.  “Did I kill him?”

      “It was barely a poke,” Liam said.

      “Where are they?  Do they still breathe?” I insisted.

      “Though it would be safer if they did not, they still live,” Edmund said.
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      I dipped the cloth into the bucket of cold water and set it against Liam’s eye.

      “Hold it there,” I said, already taking a second cloth and wetting it.

      Darian grinned at me as I came up behind Brandle, who was checking his nose.

      “It’s broken,” Brandle said a moment before he wrenched it.  Darian cursed a storm as his eyes watered profusely.

      I brushed Brandle aside and gently placed the cold cloth over the bridge of Darian’s nose.

      “Your brother only sought to protect your handsome visage,” I said, running my fingers through Darian’s hair to soothe him.  He groaned, stole the cloth from my grasp, and tipped his head forward to rest it against my chest.

      “I’ll brew some tea for the pain,” I said.

      His arms banded around my waist.

      “I’d rather have this,” he mumbled.

      Brandle chuckled as he moved off to check on Liam.

      “If you allow me to leave, you can hold me again once the tea is done.”

      Darian released me but captured my chin and darted in for a quick kiss.

      “Your nose is already broken,” I said when he pulled back to wink at me.

      “Which is why I know you won’t hit it.”

      Foolish men and their need for affection, I silently grumbled. Yet, I enjoyed grudgingly giving it.

      Why?

      “Brandle, I believe it still looks a little crooked.  You might want to fix it again.”

      Darian’s eyes rounded, and he held up a hand in surrender as he held the cool cloth to his nose once more. The others laughed.

      I started for the cottage and called over my shoulder, “Eadric, I want your pants off by the time I return so I can see why you’re limping.”

      Inside, I climbed down into the cold storage and lit the candle to check the herbs for one that would help with swelling and pain.  Henry had been thorough in his labeling.  I didn’t see how Eadric had mistakenly confused them enough to accidentally poison his brothers.

      Lost in thought, I yelped when the nearby candle suddenly went out.

      I wasn’t alone.

      “Brandle, now is not the time for your games.”

      A hand cupped my cheek.

      “How did you know it was me?” he asked.

      I paused.

      “I don’t know how.  I simply knew.”

      “Are you afraid?” he asked.

      “Of being in the dark with you?  Hardly.  I know where your nose is.”

      He chuckled.  “You know that’s not what I meant.  Do you fear staying here…with us?”

      I did.  And I didn’t like thinking about why I was struggling not to feel that fear.  These men didn’t scare me.  However, what might happen to them if I stayed did.  The trackers they’d fought off weren’t their only threat.

      “Kellen,” Brandle said.  “Please. Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “Yes, I’m afraid.  But likely not for the reasons I should be.  I’m unpredictable and dangerous.

      “My mother was sick for a very long time.  Death is part of life.  We all know this.  Yet…”

      “Yet you’ve always wondered if your mother was weak because of you.”

      I jerked away from him.  He didn’t allow my escape but rather pinned me against his chest.

      “Edmund’s anger gives him away.  Your concern reveals more about you,” he said.  “You’ve spoken often of your mother and sister.  You’ve risked the forest to save your father.  I saw your reaction when you hit the tracker with the hoe.  We’ve seen your fear when you lose control.  Why else would you be so afraid of hurting others unless you believe you’ve already done so?

      “Casting doesn’t work like that, though, Kellen.  If it did, it would have died out long ago.  While we’re born with the potential, the gift grows as we do.  You did not have the power of a caster to hurt your mother at birth.  Likely, birthing two babes taxed her as it did my mother.”

      “Do you truly believe that?” I asked.

      “I do.”

      The tension I’d been holding melted away with his words and his comforting embrace.

      “I miss her so much,” I admitted.  “I miss Eloise, my home, and the life I had.  And I hate that I can never go back to the girl I was.”

      “I don’t, Kellen.”  His fingers brushed over my cheek and down my throat, comforting me.  “The girl you were wasn’t someone we would have ever had the chance to meet.  And we need you right where you are.”

      I turned in his arms and hugged him.  His hand smoothed over my hair as he held me.

      “I know,” I said.  “I won’t leave.  No matter who comes, I won’t leave until I’ve helped you…or until you ask me to leave.”

      “That will never happen,” he said.

      “The trackers will be back, Brandle.  You know they will.”

      “They will.  And we’ll drive them away again.  Eadric wasn’t seriously hurt.  He merely received a kick to his leg that will leave a bruise and take a few days to heal.  Darian’s nose is the worst of it.  And as long as you assure him he is still handsome, it won’t trouble him.”

      A dry laugh escaped me.

      “It’s broken, Brandle.  If it’s hit again before it heals, it will trouble him.  Edmund is right.  It would be better if those men couldn’t return.  I just⁠—”

      Brandle tipped my head back and kissed me, a gentle brush of his lips against mine.  It was comfort and temptation wrapped together.  I found myself leaning into it, wanting more.  Wanting to lose myself in the feel of him instead of the doubts plaguing my thoughts.

      When I opened my mouth to seek more, he groaned and cupped the back of my head. His tongue danced with mine, provoking me to feel more than I ever had.  My skin tingled with energy, and I pulled away with a gasp.

      “Wait,” I panted when his lips moved to my neck.

      “You can’t hurt us.”

      “But I can hurt the land, Brandle,” I said, threading my fingers into his hair and tugging him away from me.

      He let loose a frustrated growl.

      “Don’t make me call for one of the others,” I said.

      Brandle was silent for several heartbeats.

      “It feels as if you are forever retreating from me, Kellen.”

      I let loose a very Eloise-like snort.

      “I’ve kissed you, slept on you, and admitted more truths to you than I have my own mother.  I am not retreating, Brandle.  You’re simply a bullish lout who is refusing to allow me to set my own pace.”

      A bark of laughter rang out from above.

      “And Eadric agrees,” I said.

      “We all agree, Lamb,” Daemon said.  “But it’s not kind to say it to the lout’s face when he’s trying to confess his feelings for you.”

      “His feelings?  In a dark cellar?  I should hope that’s not what this is,” I said.

      More laughter drifted from above.

      “Go,” Brandle said.  “I will fetch what we need.”

      When I emerged from the cellar, the cottage was empty and the rest waited in their same positions outside.

      Eadric held up his hands pleadingly.  “I wanted to comply and remove my pants, Sparrow, but
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