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	Blazing Earth

	An ancient goddess grows more desperate to escape the bounds that keep her imprisoned…

	A man whose lands have always been fertile and bountiful even in times of strife and drought…

	The woman whose secret could destroy his dreams and force him into the waiting hands of the evil one..

	Tolan’s family has had a strong bond with the farmlands he tends and he keeps the truth of it secret. For generations, his ancestors worshipped the ancient gods and oversaw their lands. Now, darkness is gathering, and Tolan is drawn into an evil nobleman’s plot to destroy his enemies. When his lover Elethea is targeted, too, he must choose one side or the other.

	Elethea’s healing skills are known widely, but when the arrival of strangers cause the power in her blood to surge, she discovers it is more than simply knowledge of the healing arts. The only one she cannot seem to heal is herself and her inability to give Tolan the children he needs is keeping her from committing to him and to a future together.

	Now, as the evil one gathers its minions and threaten all that Tolan and Elethea hold dear, will they choose the side of humanity or choose the enemy who even now holds their future in his hands?

	 


Praise for Terri Brisbin

	& Blazing Earth

	“A richly imagined, spellbinding romantic fantasy… atmospheric, absorbing, infused with dark magic, gripping intrigue, and mesmerizing sensuality. I’m totally hooked and I can’t wait for more!” —New York Times bestselling author Lara Adrian

	“Excitement, adventure, royal intrigue, and a what-if scenario that could change the world. Terri Brisbin weaves them together with the masterful touch that has become her trademark.”

	—New York Times bestselling author Maggie Shayne

	“An intriguing story filled with romantic tension.”—Fresh Fiction

	“An amazing premise for a paranormal series.… you gotta read it.”      —Debbie’s Book Bag

	“Brisbin begins her romantic fantasy series in style… plenty of danger and romance.”

	—RT Reviews

	“A carefully crafted plot spiced with a realistic measure of deadly intrigue and a richly detailed, fascinating medieval setting.”—Chicago Tribune

	“[A] captivating medieval romance. Expertly laced with danger and sweetened with sensuality… an absolute delight.”—Booklist

	“As always, Terri writes compelling characters and a riveting story… the kind of story that will stay with you long after you finish the last page.”—The Romance Readers Connection

	“A seductive, vivid love story… rich in historical detail, laced with the perfect amount of passion, and enhanced with intrigue.”—Romance Reviews Today

	“A masterpiece.”—Historical Romance Writers
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	“Brilliantly written! Excellent next installment of the Warriors of the Stone Circle series. Great and strong characters both male and female battling between good and evil. Waiting for the conclusion of the series to see who wins in this battle.”—Reader D.W.

	“This story will leave you gasping as the read on way past bedtime - it is so hard to put down.”—Reader A.D.

	“I recommend Blazing Earth to fans of Terri Brisbin and to readers who enjoy a dollop of supernatural fantasy with their historical romantic adventures.”—OpenBookSociety Reviewer Danielle

	“Has all the elements readers of historical paranormal fantasy romance are looking for in this powerful riveting magical adventure weaved with drama, terror, mystery suspense, mythology heartbreak, loss, magic with passion that sizzle off the pages and of course love.”—Celtic Lass Reviewer Barb M.



	



	Dedication

	There’s a very special group of women who are important to me in so many ways. We began as part of an RWA chapter retreat and now continue the Hermit tradition each fall in Charleston, South Carolina. We spend a week together, writing and talking and brainstorming and, sometimes, just being there for one another. These women have been a godsend to me in so many ways over the last couple of years and while I wrote this series. So, Janice, Gabrielle, Kim, Robin, Bev, Ann, Amanda, Keena, Bernie, Deb, Sabrina, Ellen and Neroli—and in memory of Madeline and  Blythe—this one is for you… all!

	And to Jen Schmidt and Lyn Wagner, without whom I could never have written this series—thanks!
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The Legend

	Centuries Ago

	Cernunnos, god of the earth and growing things, gathered with the others within the stone circle, waiting for Chaela’s answer to their demands. Her destruction must stop. Her hunger for power and control must cease. Though he suspected she would refuse, he hoped that she would surprise him… and their brothers and sisters. The fate of humanity and this world awaited her next actions. But then her words, screamed into the air around them and into their minds, decided her wretched fate.

	For a moment, he regretted what they must do to rein in her foolhardy aims. Only for a moment, for she rose into the sky, transforming into her favored shape and unleashing her destruction on the humans around them. As fire flooded the land, the henge, and the people, Taranis, the god of the sky and storm, nodded to him and Cernunnos knew their path.

	The six of them—Cernunnos, Belenus, Nantosuelta, Taranis, Sucellus, and Epona—began weaving the spell that would imprison their sister forever. The sounds began as but a whisper, gaining volume and strength as each one added his or her voice to it. This ritual would surround her and nullify her powers. The song they created would bind her in silence and imprison her in the empty abyss, away from humanity and away from this world. When the human priest added his voice, chanting human words to the ethereal melody, Chaela screamed out.

	Her evil intent clear, she inhaled deeply, ready to finish the destruction she’d begun. They could wait no longer to take this painful action and sent their own breaths across the landscape, surrounding the stone circle and drawing Chaela into its center. High above them, she struggled against their growing, combined power over her. Though they could each feel her struggle, her power and her words were swaddled within the cocoon they created around her.

	“Chaela,” Belenus, the god of healing and order, called out to her. “Cease this, and you will be allowed to live.” A truce. He offered a way out of this confrontation.

	“Fools!” she roared back, struggling to make her voice serve her will. “I cannot be destroyed!”

	She was correct—they were elemental powers, flung into existence at the beginning of time, and could not be destroyed. But that did not mean they could not control her.…

	“You can be defeated, Chaela,” Sucellus, the god of war, warned her. “You will be imprisoned in the endless pit and never return. Your name will be forbidden and forgotten.”

	When she did not capitulate, Cernunnos gathered his power over the earth and plants and began to craft the prison that would hold her. At a thought, the earth in the center of the circle buckled and roared. He forced a deep crater into the earth’s surface, an abyss that went on and on beneath it, toward its core.

	Then he imbued the walls of it with power, whispering the words in his mind and guiding the soil to do his bidding. Soon, the endless pit was prepared and awaited its prisoner. Taranis’s winds then brought her over it and pushed her into the earth, holding her while the final step was taken.

	This step, a necessary but terrible one, for it called for a supreme sacrifice, would seal her out of this human world. A human male who carried Chaela’s blood and power over fire stepped into the circle and joined them in the ritual, adding his voice to theirs. Her screams pierced the spell and made this human world shake on its foundation.

	She knew now. And she feared.

	Taranis forced her farther down into the blackness, thrusting her deep into the chamber that existed within and outside this world. Their words sung and whispered would now seal it and spilling the blood of Chaela’s human son on the barrier would keep her there forever. The man walked to the edge then and, with a nod, threw himself off the edge, soaring out over the abyss. Sucellus created a spear of iron and threw it at the man, impaling him, piercing his heart, and spilling his blood into the pit.

	Cernunnos and the other gods honored the sacrifice, freely made, with their words, and completed the ritual that sealed Chaela away. With but a thought, the earth flowed over the pit, hiding its location. Belenus, the god of order and healing, caused a blessed silence over the area as the chamber closed and disappeared. The stones in the circle shrank and returned to their usual size and positions, and everything was right with the world.

	Glancing at the others, Cernunnos could see the cost that they had paid for their actions. They would never be the same again, for they had raised their powers against one of their own. The worst part was knowing that they’d barely succeeded in this. It had taken all their powers combined against Chaela’s to conquer her, and then only a blood sacrifice brought victory to them. Now, at least, the human world and its inhabitants were safe and would remain so.

	Forever.

	Knowing that humans could continue without their help, they planned to leave this world. In spite of their triumph this day, they decided to instill their powers in their own human bloodlines to keep watch… always. Warriors of destiny, not war. A race of men and women who could rise, if ever needed, and keep this evil at bay.

	But, with the gods’ course of actions this day, these warriors would never need to do more than keep watch. They would never need to rise up against evil.

	Never.

	 


Prologue

	She, the unspeakable beast, rose on black and red wings and filled his vision of the sky. She tilted her head back and roared her joy. The sound of it turned his blood cold, but what Corann saw next caused his legs to give out and his heart to pound against the walls of his chest.

	A dragon!

	The goddess was a dragon.

	She roared once more and spewed columns of fire into the air. Then she lowered her head and aimed her weapon on those who yet fought her human soldiers around the circle. With great bursts of flame and heat, she decimated them, leaving ashes in her wake.

	And then only he stood between her and the rest of the Warriors of the Stone Circles. He must stop her. Somehow, he must stop her or their gods-given mission to protect all of humanity would end here and now.

	Corann closed his eyes and began to chant. He knew not the words, only the melody, so he began with that. Words, he trusted, would follow. The screams around him faded as he focused his mind, heart, and soul on the protective spell he wove.

	It was the hot air blowing in his face that distracted him from his task. Opening his eyes, he stared into the unholy gaze of the goddess Chaela. All his beliefs, all his faith, failed him in that moment, and the only thing he could do was stand, shocked and terrified, as he watched the dragon inhale a deep breath.

	And exhale.…

	Corann jumped from his pallet, the scream still escaping from deep within him. Sweat poured down his head and body and he could not stop shaking. The other men sharing his tent all peered at him, wide-eyed and shocked, as he tried to regain control of himself and his terror.

	Touching his chest, he knew he was not burned.

	He was alive.

	It was a dream. Or was it a vision of some future or some past? Corann left the tent and walked into the woods. Disturbed by what he had seen, he wandered deeper into the trees seeking peace and guidance. If he was to lead these people, if they depended on him, he must understand what he had seen.

	Hours passed and he did not find what he was searching for. When the sun rose, Corann did not understand what he’d seen or what it all meant. And that was when the real fear struck him.

	For if he could not cast a spell or face the evil one when the time came, everyone would die. As the leader of the priests, he was responsible for protecting the others. It mattered not that he had just taken on this position. It mattered not that his abilities were nothing like what his mentor Marcus’s had been.

	None of that mattered when they all came face-to-face with evil.

	Gods help them all.

	 


The Faithful are Lost and the Lost have Faith.

	The Bringer of Life cares for the Caretaker,

	and the One who Loses all will gain the most.

	 


Chapter 1

	The Lands of Lord Geoffrey of Amesbury

	Plain of Sarum

	Southwest England

	Tolan thrust his hands into the earth and crumbled the dry chunks of dirt between his palms. Closing his eyes, he used his other senses to determine the problem here. The pungent smell of decay wafted through the air as he continued to disturb the layers of dirt before him. But worse, a sign of dead earth, there were no creatures in it.

	No worms. No insects. None of the usual inhabitants of healthy, growing soil. No life at all. Crops would never grow in this. He opened his eyes, tilted his head, and met the gaze of Lord Geoffrey’s steward.

	“’Tis dead,” he said, withdrawing his hands from the soil and brushing them off. Standing, he waved his arm across the area, pointing to the rest of the large field. “Nothing will grow here.”

	“What can be done, Tolan?” Bordan asked as he twisted his hands together and frowned. “Lord Geoffrey wants to expand the production of crops in this area of his lands. He does not wish to hear that it is not possible.”

	Tolan shook his head and shrugged. Though he knew the problem, it was not something he could explain or describe to the steward. Bordan, indeed the lord himself, would not understand Tolan’s link to these lands. To the land.

	“Can you not mix one of your concoctions and add it to the soil? It has worked in the past.” The man grew anxious and sweaty despite the cool air around them. “Lord Geoffrey…”

	Lord Geoffrey brooked no failure among those who served him. Nor among those he dealt with or owned. Neither nobleman nor serf would naysay the lord and come away unscathed. Bordan, gods help him, would be the one to deliver this bad news, so Tolan understood his growing fear. Lord Geoffrey often punished the bearer of the news as well as those who were a cause for it.

	“I will speak to him, Bordan. Let me check other places on the field and see what can be done.”

	“He arrives at Amesbury Castle on the morrow, Tolan. Come then.”

	The words sounded like an order given, so Tolan nodded and did not try to argue. He watched as the steward waved for his horse and rode off at a fast pace. The man had many tasks to see to if his lord was coming home on the morrow. Tolan glanced up at the sun high in the sky and knew his hours were limited as well.

	Winter tried to keep its hold over the land and air even as the soil yet held to the sluggish sleep of the cold season. The wakening of spring was close, so close that Tolan could feel the tingling sensation of its approach in his own skin.

	As he did every year. His body felt the impending changes that would awaken to life or put the growing things to sleep before they happened. Once he reached manhood, this mindfulness of the earth had begun, and it had grown stronger with each passing

	year. From awareness to something… more over the last several years, something that seemed to guide or encourage the plants to grow.

	[image: Image]

	It had not been just him—his father and grandfathers before him all had this connection to the earth. Decades and generations of men committed to stewardship of the land, and their commitment had been successful through years of lean or plenty. Their results had been noticed, and the lords who held these lands over time always called on his family to oversee their estates.
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	His father and grandfather before him had served Lord Geoffrey’s family since this lord’s ancestors had been given the lands in reward for service to their king generations ago. And, as Tolan glanced across the distance at his own son working there, he knew the practice would continue for many more. ’Twas simply the way of things.

	Walking to the shed where he kept supplies and seed, Tolan retrieved a small sack of useless powder he’d made for just this purpose and took it back to the field. Calling for a small cart, he and two of the workers filled the back of it with soil from the dead field. Making certain he was witnessed, Tolan poured the powder over the soil and mixed it with his hands.

	“Spread this evenly over the field,” he directed.

	With his arms crossed over his chest, he watched as the men did as he’d ordered. It took some time, and the sun was sliding down toward the west by the time they finished. He dismissed them and all the workers to seek their evening meal and rest and waited for the moon to rise.

	In the silence of the gloaming, Tolan walked the perimeter of the field and when night fell, he was ready. Kneeling in the center, heedless to the growing cold, he removed his garments and plunged his hands and arms once more into the soil, spreading his fingers as widely as he could. He raised his face to the sky, closed his eyes, and whispered the prayers handed down to him by his father and grandfather before him.

	“O mother of old. O mother of plenty. Send your life into this land, into this place, and grant abundance where there is none. Cernunnos, bring your fertility to this soil and bless it with life. As my fathers before have cried out to you for your favor, so do I.”

	He repeated the words over and over until they blurred into a single, chanting sound. He dug deeper and deeper into the soil until he could go no farther, and his face lay on the surface and his body was in contact with the ground. Tolan lost himself to the chant and continued on and on and on until something touched his hands deep in the ground. Then the area around his body grew warmer and warmer, sending bursts of heat into his skin and through him.

	When the heat lessened, he wiggled his fingers to loosen the soil now tightly packed around them. Easing back to his knees, he withdrew his arms from the ground and hissed in pain as his forearm scraped along the edge of the hole in the soil. Lifting it, he noticed an area of reddened skin there. Tolan brushed the dirt from his skin and pulled his breeches on. Standing still for several minutes, he offered up a new prayer now—one of thanks for the gift they’d given him and for answering his call for help with this field.

	It would take some days for the results of his ritual to work—or not, depending on the whims and blessings of the mother and Cernunnos. However, he would be able to report to Lord Geoffrey that he’d taken measures to improve the chances of bringing the field back from barren to growing.

	His stomach growled then, as it did each time he performed this or the other rituals, and he laughed aloud at the mundane occurrence. He had called down the god’s power and all his body wanted was food.

	Once he acknowledged that hunger, a new awareness surged through him that he’d not experienced before, making the irritation on his arm ache again. As he walked toward his cottage on the edge of the fields near the village, Tolan realized that this was indeed something new, something different.

	Mayhap it meant the god was pleased and would grant his request to bring life back to the field? Or was it another level of the gift he and the males in his family carried in their blood? All he could do was wait and watch the field for signs of the god’s blessing or rejection of his plea. In the past it could take many days or even weeks, but Tolan suspected the answer would come more quickly this time.

	Lifting the latch on his door, Tolan opened it to find his son and the girl he paid to see to the upkeep of the house and cook his meals huddled closely together whispering. They jumped apart and darted careful glances his way but said nothing. The tension that now filled the room around them told Tolan several things. Blythe was a comely young woman and his son had noticed. His son was a boy no longer but growing into manhood. These two would be acting on their attraction soon, if they had not already crossed that line.

	“Good even, Blythe,” Tolan said with a nod. “Something smells wonderful.” His stomach growled loudly, adding to his compliment. The girl smiled and went to the hearth to serve the meal. “Kirwyn, have you washed?”

	Tolan stepped to the door and pulled it open. A bucket of water, kept there for that purpose, waited and both of them used it. Tolan took advantage of the moment for his warning. Better to speak of his concern than to ignore the signs and lament it later.

	“Have a care, Kirwyn,” he said, placing his hand on his ever-growing son. “She comes from a good family and is not to be toyed with. If you have needs—” He did not get the words out before Kirwyn interrupted him.

	“I love her, Father,” he whispered with the vehemence of youth and first love in his voice.

	“And does Blythe share your feelings, son?”

	“Aye. We will pledge to each other as soon as her parents give their permission.”

	Tolan felt a stab of guilt—he’d been paying more attention to the fields and not enough to his son and his son’s temperament.

	“Do you not seek mine, Kirwyn? And the lord’s?” Tolan shifted to face his son. “Lord Geoffrey controls much of our lives, and your choice of wife, when it is time, will be one of the things he must permit.”

	His son looked as though he would argue, but he took a breath and let it out. “I would do nothing to anger Lord Geoffrey,” he said.

	“Good. When the time comes for such a request, and if you both feel the same way, I will add my voice to it.” Kirwyn smiled then and nodded. As his son glanced past him, Tolan knew he was smiling at young Blythe.

	“Until then, have a care and do nothing to ruin her reputation or yours.” When Kirwyn nodded, Tolan smacked him on the back and nudged him toward the door. “Let us not allow Blythe’s good food to grow cold.”

	Kirwyn entered ahead of him, and Tolan silently observed their interactions throughout the meal. From the tentative glances and avoidance of touching, he thought this was simply infatuation. Both had much growing up to do before they would be ready to consider marriage. Even though Tolan had not been much older when he first spied Kirwyn’s mother, Corliss, he did not pursue her in earnest until their sixteenth year. Kirwyn had time until then… however, not as much as Tolan would have hoped.

	Tolan saw the girl to her parents’ cottage on the other side of the village and wondered what Lord Geoffrey’s reaction to a marriage between the two families would be. Sometimes the lord seemed very logical and concerned for his villeins’ contentedness. But more recently, he’d been preoccupied with some great endeavor that took him from the area for weeks at a time. Fields, herds, and other critical aspects of their lives seemed unimportant right now.

	A new interest drew Tolan’s attentions and efforts. A shiver tore through his body then, shaking him to his very core. Somehow, he knew that whatever was happening involved him, but he did not know how or why.

	The area on his arm changed then, turning a brighter red and burning. Tolan must have scraped it along something in the ground and now it looked infected. That would be something new, for he rarely if ever became ill or suffered from injuries while he tended the land.

	First, he would go to the stream and wash the dirt from his body. That should take care of the injury. And if it did not, he would see Elethea on the morrow. This strange patch of skin was just the excuse he needed to seek out the village healer and her ministrations. His flesh hardened and rose at the thought of the woman known for her healing touch. Tolan, however, thought on her other touches as he finished his tasks for the day. Touches meant not to soothe but to inflame. Caresses meant to entice and not diminish interest. Kisses meant to stoke the fire of passion between them and not to ease the growing heat they shared.

	Aye, a visit to the village healer was just what he needed for what ailed him.
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	The journey had been worse than he’d expected. Even knowing that those who carried the power of the sea and storm in their blood were set against him, Hugh de Gifford had no idea how bad it would be. The angry seas turned to becalmed ones, leaving his ships adrift in the waters north of Orkney. Days passed and he heard the grumbling that his men dared not make too loud. He’d called out to the goddess, begging for her help, even offered several sacrifices to appease her, but the only answer he received was the raucous laughter of the gulls as they flew overhead.

	However, the blood of those before him, generations of firebloods descended from Chaela herself, would not allow him to sulk or be turned from his life’s mission. Too much had been given in service to the goddess since the beginning of his family to be stopped by this. Too much paid and too much lost. This defeat was simply another test of his resolve and his faith in their quest. There were still two more circles to be found, which meant there were two gateways that gave him another chance to prove his worthiness as the human consort to the goddess who would rule the earth once her enemies were destroyed.

	More than a sennight had passed when something changed. The grip of the sea on his ships slackened and their sails filled with wind. Deciding to head toward his lands in Normandy before trying to sail to the south of England, Hugh allowed himself a measure of hope for the first time in many days.

	Mayhap Soren and Ran, the stormblood and waterblood from Orkney, could only keep him at bay while they were on the sea? Had they reached the southern shores already? Content in the knowledge that he had someone in place there, not only among their people, but also waiting for their arrival, Hugh smiled and gave the orders to seek the coast of Normandy. A few days to gather more men, more supplies and ready themselves for battle could not be a bad thing.

	Indeed not.

	 


Chapter 2

	Elethea stepped outside the small cottage and stood up straight for the first time in hours. Pushing her kerchief off, she wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her sleeve. Her hair lay matted against her head, so she loosened the tie holding it and shook it free. A breeze rustled through the nearby trees and lifted strands of her hair as it passed by her.

	Pressing both fists into the small of her back, she stretched the overused, tense muscles for several minutes, enjoying both the pressure of her hands there and the cooler air here outside.

	The babe was alive and well, but it had been a battle. Over the last two days, Linne had struggled to give birth to her very large son. To make it worse, the babe had been turned the wrong way around, so it took brute force and effort to guide him into the birth canal. Wee Medwyn’s mother would most likely never forgive him or his huge father, Rolfe, for the hours of pain she’d suffered.

	Well, that was one of the things Linne had yelled out during her pains, along with cursing poor Rolfe’s parentage and his other attributes. The words brought a smile to Thea’s face now, for most women did the same thing during childbirth. And the pain and those harsh words usually faded at the babe’s first smile… or burp. She’d seen it happen countless times.

	From the happy murmurings she could hear inside, she thought everyone might be well enough and already on the path to forgiving and forgiveness. A pang of bittersweet envy filled her heart then at the sounds—the soft words exchanged by husband and wife. She allowed it for a moment and used the time to ease out the tangles in her hair before gathering it once more into a braid.

	Stuffing her kerchief in a pocket, Thea knocked on the door and pushed it open a bit, peering in at the new family. Rolfe’s mother would arrive in the morn to help Linne out with the babe and other tasks, so they would be in the hands of a good woman.

	“I am leaving now,” she said in a soft voice. “Summon me if you have need, at any hour, Linne.”

	The woman nodded. “My thanks, Elethea,” she said without pausing as she rubbed the babe’s head. “I could not have done this without you.”

	“Rest as you can this night. I will check in on you on the morrow,” Thea promised.

	She needed to escape. The feelings of loss and guilt and emptiness assailed her worst at times like this.

	No words could fill the empty space within her, and no power on earth could give her a child. She could only content herself in knowing that she had helped many babes safely into this world.

	Thea gathered up her supplies and put them in her basket, quietly moving around the room. When the babe whimpered, her knees nearly buckled. When Linne soothed him with sweet words and touches, soul cried out in pain. She hurried her last steps and left quickly, pulling the door closed on Rolfe’s words.

	“Our thanks.…”

	Her steps were rushed and quick as she made her way from their cottage in the darkness, along the path that led to the edge of village toward the woods. Only the moon’s light illuminated her way and soon she plunged into the thicket. Following the flickers of light as they touched the ripples of the water, she slowed her pace and walked along the stream. There was a small pool that gathered near the turn of the stream, and she sought it now.

	She’d spent many hours at the pool, allowing its calm current to ease her ragged soul. Especially after helping with a birth. More especially when the delivery was not successful. For all her abilities and her seeming gift for healing, sometimes people died.

	Babies died.

	Those were the worst and each time it chipped away a bit of her heart, leaving her almost as damaged as when she lost her own.…

	She had reached the pool just as the heat struck her, forcing her to her knees as it burst forth, from inside her. It had happened like this many times before, but this, this time it felt stronger and deeper than any she’d known. Like the piercing heat of a roaring fire, it spread through her, making her sweat anew and sending tremors through her body.

	Reaching down, she tugged her kerchief from her pocket and dipped it in the cold water. The first swipe of it across her brow cooled some of the heat, but it returned. Waves of heat poured through her body. She put the cloth back in the water and repeated the soothing action several times before stopping, not bothering to wring the cold water from it. Then, as quickly as it had struck, it left, leaving her chilled and shaking.

	Shivers tore through her body then, and the wet kerchief that had offered relief now caused pain. She tossed it to the ground and wrapped her arms around herself, trying to stop the shaking. Hers had little effect, but the large, strong, masculine arms that surrounded her had more.

	“Thea, what are you doing here?” Tolan lifted her to her feet, never releasing her from his embrace. “Are you ill?”

	She could not be ill, for the first thing she noticed was that he wore nothing but his breeches. His chest was bare, wet, and hard as he held her close. She closed her eyes for but a moment in an attempt to absorb some of his strength. Then she lifted her head and turned in his arms.

	“Nay, not ill,” she said, not yet able to meet his gaze.

	“Ah,” he whispered, touching his lips to her forehead. “Another birth? Or a death?” Stunned by his awareness, she frowned and looked into his dark brown eyes.

	“A birth,” she said, searching his face.

	How had he known this part of her? She thought that no one noticed the price she paid each time. Worse, what else had he noticed about her life?

	“And all is well? Now?” So close that his breath touched her face, he held her securely against his chest, almost as though he feared the worst.

	“The babe is well, though the birth started out with much difficulty. I thought I might lose both of them.” Thea leaned her forehead against his skin, inhaling the scent of him, allowing his strong arms to hold her.

	A companionable silence surrounded them, and the sounds of the night creatures echoed in the forest. When the shivering stopped and she felt more at ease, she lifted her head and released her hold on him. A hold she had not even realized she’d had. Sliding her hands from under his belt at his back, she stepped back. A mistake, for it granted her a better look at Tolan, the overseer of Lord Geoffrey’s lands.

	He was taller than most men who lived and worked here, his dark hair touching his shoulders, shoulders strengthened through working with the land. Lean and muscled, his body held no softness. Every part of him was strong and sculpted. She shivered once more, but this had nothing to do with being chilled and everything to do with her intimate knowledge of every inch of his body.

	“Have you eaten?” he asked, meeting her gaze and smiling at what he saw there. She knew he recognized the hunger in her eyes that matched that in his own. And it was not for food.

	“I have had little this day,” she admitted, smiling at him for the first time. “Surely you have eaten your supper?”

	The night had fallen some time ago and she knew that he had a girl to make his and his son’s meals. He held out his hand to her. “Come. There is plenty in the pot and ’tis still warm. Even some bread and cheese.”

	“I wanted to wash,” she said, glancing at the water. “The water is frigid here, Thea. I will warm some for your use at my cottage.”

	Thea knew that warming the water would lead to him helping her bathe. And that would lead to other pleasurable things. But her exhaustion was bone-deep and she doubted anything could rouse her body and keep her awake this night. She took his hand and allowed him to lead her back down the path to the village to his cottage even knowing ’twould do him no good.

	They paused at his home to get the promised food before walking on to hers. While she ate, he built up the fire in the hearth and heated water for her use, all without uttering a word. Then she felt him at her back as he pulled her to stand. Thea’s first thought was that she was too exhausted for anything but sleep, but even she was surprised when her body sought not sleep but more of his caresses.

	Once she was clean, his touch became something else, something more insistent and enticing. Arousing and invigorating. With few demands of his own and with an unexpected patience and generosity, Tolan tended to her through the night.

	His touch and attentions eased her worries and the tension that followed her for days after seeing to a birth or death. His mouth and hands awakened the joy from deep within her and allowed her body to rejuvenate and refresh itself. His words soothed the fragility that haunted her yet and made her feel alive and living. All things she’d never expected to find with any man after her husband had died. She fell asleep smiling at that realization.

	But the next morn, when she woke in her own bed and he was gone, she swore she would never underestimate his determination again.

	When Thea rose and dressed, readying for another busy day in her life here, she noticed it. A patch of skin, on her forearm, was red and raised there. Almost like a burn, but she knew she had not done that. Pulling her sleeve up to take a closer look, she thought it did not look like a usual burn. Or infection. Or abrasion. Yet there it was. She found the jar of unguent she used for such things and dabbed some on the area. With her sleeve back in place, she went about her tasks and saw to those she needed to tend.

	It was much later that she realized she’d underestimated the strange mark and what it would do, just as she had underestimated Tolan.

	[image: Image]

	Geoffrey if Amesbury was a worried man.

	He pushed his helm off his head and let it drop, knowing the man who followed along behind his every step would catch it. Sliding the mail hood back, he let the chill air cool his head and neck. Hours of riding and searching this day had found him nothing.

	Not a sign or symbol on any of the standing stones here. Or those that had fallen or been knocked down. Geoffrey had himself searched even when his men reported there were none. Now, exhausted and frustrated, he accepted a skin of wine and drank deeply from it.

	“My lord?”

	“What is it?” Geoffrey peered out over the land before him, not bothering to face the soldier.

	“There are more of those strange mounds to the west,” the soldier offered. “We have not searched those yet.”

	Without hesitation, Geoffrey knocked the man to the ground with the back of his hand. Since he had been with these men, searching these lands for the last fortnight, he knew what had or had not been examined. And he knew that the markings he sought must be on stones and not in the ground. That this soldier thought to advise him was unacceptable. Geoffrey strode off toward the tallest of the stones before him here.

	Walking into the center of several concentric rings, he knew this place held power. He could feel it there, beneath his feet, as it moved into his body and sent small sparks of some energy into his skin. He squinted into the sun as it set in the west and waited for more.

	Nothing.

	He knew then that this was not the place that Hugh de Gifford sought. Geoffrey slid his hand inside his tunic and withdrew the parchment he’d received from his distant cousin just days ago. Though something prevented Hugh from reaching England, this missive had arrived and given him orders and knowledge, sketches even, of what to look for on his lands. For some reason not disclosed, de Gifford believed that the circle of power lay here, in this area, on Geoffrey’s lands. Whether or not his belief was based on the many strange mounds and stones and other artifacts, Geoffrey knew not. He only knew he must find it, for there were warriors on their way to destroy it.

	He turned to find his men standing just outside the stones, in watchful readiness for his next command. Calling out an order to set up camp, he faced the sun again and wondered what would happen when Hugh arrived, and he’d not found the circle yet. Tremors shot through him at
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