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            Will he let her save him?
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      Charming Noble, Marquis Bryan von Auerbach has a very difficult problem.

      He has upset a witch.

      While saving lady Kathryn von Stroebel—otherwise known as Rapunzel—and his best friend, Nick von Hohburg from the witch, Vevika Gothel, he burned her most prized possession, the magical hair she’d grown from Rapunzel’s head.

      Bryan never expected the witch’s retribution would be so fierce, and powerful even after her death.

      Nor did he expect to find his only ally to be his best friend’s sister, Enrika “Kiki” von Hohburg. The one person who witnessed this witch’s revenge. Kiki truly is his only hope.

      She must take him on an adventure, all across the White Mountains, in hopes to save him from Gothel’s curse. He must find a way to end the witch’s curse. Especially since every moment he spends with Kiki begins meaning dangerously more than it should.

      And Kiki is determined to never let Bryan go again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        So many have supported me on this book’s journey.

        I love and appreciate you all.

      

        

      
        However, this book would have never happened, if it were not for Lissa.

      

        

      
        Thanks, girl. This one’s for you.
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      Once upon a time, after the great White Mountains had survived their wars, there was a time of peace, resurgence, and happiness in the kingdom.

      Among those residents, were born a new generation of young men. Strong and protective, they carried a deep love and pride for their kingdom. Many were titled gentlemen, but even the young men who were not titled carried the same pride.

      The most desired among this new generation of gentlemen in the White Mountains were the Charming Nobles-- Marquis Bryan von Auerbach, Duke Penn von Gruenwald, and Lord Nick von Hohburg.

      The young men grew up together, spending many of their days building a deep bond of friendship, rooted in their familial allegiances to the king and their home.

      These three had formed a family of their own, and many days were spent on Hohburg lands. Lord Bryan chose to reside there more than his home, for his home brought him little joy.

      As the spare child for Duke von und zu Thalunburg, he had nothing to inherit from his cold family and was merely treated like a by-product. Instead, Bryan soldiered and became one of the most talented trackers and archers in the kingdom.

      His reputation brought him the attention of many women. Some wanted him for his title and lineage. Some for his bed.

      But none wanted him for, well, him…
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      The girl had lost her sense!

      “Lady Enrika von Hohburg, what are you doing?” Bryan called out to her as he burst onto the roof of Castle Hohburg. His words were stunted by his run up all the flights to the roof.

      The wind howled at him up here, high above Castle Hohburg proper.

      “Shhh!” she said. Enrika leaned over the edge of the turret wall, doing, well, he wasn’t exactly sure what she was doing.

      But it looked very much like she was climbing on the wall.

      He took a few steps toward her. “Kiki, come back here, you’re going to get hurt!”

      “I am fine,” she said, her voice quieter as she stood on the castle wall and started scooting along it. Or perhaps the wind was drowning her out.

      “Kiki!” He grabbed at her skirts, but couldn’t get a grip on them.

      “Will you stop,” she snapped, waving him off with one hand. It was as though she had no fear of being on the highest wall of Hohburg Castle, and no concern she could possibly fall to the ground.

      “No, get down, you’re going to be hurt!” he said.

      “I am not going to get hurt, I know exactly what I’m doing, Bryan the Spare.”

      He gritted his teeth.

      He’d only just arrived at the castle and caught sight of her skirts on the roof of the tower, and a horrible feeling of dread overcame him. He’d seen women climbing on high tower walls before.

      It was never for pleasantries.

      He had burst inside and headed straight for the roof.

      Not Kiki.

      Not her!

      What had happened? Had she gone daft? Been promised to marry some pig? How dare they try to force her into something?

      And it must be horrid if she was so willing to leap to her death… His mind had swirled as he ran to the top of the tower was that she was too young to die—a mere sixteen, Kiki was still learning to be alive.

      She could not throw her life away!

      Bryan had wasted no time heading to the roof. While he was as high as he could get without scaling the roofing, it was not the tallest point on Castle Hohburg. The landing was next to a taller yet wall and roof, that held one of the armories for the soldiers to protect the castle.

      Bryan knew the area well. He used to practice shooting from this very landing. The courtyard where the soldiers practiced was below.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Bryan said, panting as he closed in on Kiki. “Please, come down.”

      This did give her pause. “You don’t know what you’re speaking of,” she said. “I do have to do this.” She turned, her hands against her chest, and a tear poured down her cheek. She brushed it away and clenched her jaw.

      “But I do too,” Bryan spoke carefully. He adored Kiki, she meant more to him than almost anyone he’d ever known. He’d grown up around her and had a vague memory of her in her crib when he was a child. She was so little and perfect. The sister of his best friend, Nick von Hohburg. She was someone Bryan would protect with his life.

      He always had.

      When he, Nick and Penn weren’t tormenting her, of course.

      But every one of them would defend her, with their lives if necessary.

      “Kiki, you must come down.” He took a few steps toward her and noticed she’d taken off her shoes. “I know that the world is not perfect. Society rules are binding and especially unfair to women.”

      She paused and turned to look at him, her eyes wide, cheeks still slightly round from youth. “Bryan—”

      “No, let me finish,” he said. “No one in this world is perfect. No family, no life. No image. Please. I will tell you a secret, Kiki, if you promise to come down.”

      Secrets were always a way to get Kiki to listen. “I will, in a minute,” she said, still moving over to the rooftop.

      “No, Kiki, you must come down.”

      She turned and glanced back at him. “Why? Surely you don’t have any truly juicy secrets, Bryan the Spare.”

      He grimaced. “I hate that.”

      She blinked. “Everyone calls you that.”

      “I know, and I hate it.”

      This did make her pause and glance at him, a strange expression on her face. “I am sorry… I thought…”

      “My family has a rather dark sense of humor.” He shook his head. “But, truly, do not concern yourself. You must, instead, come down at once.”

      She scooted along the top of the wall to the roofline. “Be patient.”

      Wind blasted. Kiki wobbled, her skirts flying everywhere, and she shrieked.

      How Bryan moved that fast, he didn’t know. One moment he was more than an arm’s span away, and the next he had a hold of her. They tumbled to the landing, and he held her against him.

      His heart hammered.

      Kiki cowered against his chest.

      “Kiki, are you…”

      “Yes,” she said, her voice breathy as she panted. She met his gaze, her eyes wide. “That was the most frightening thing.”

      “I’ve got you, Kiki.” He stroked her cheek. “I will always protect you.”

      Her eyes widened and her lips opened like she had something to say. They were mere inches from one another. Her hand had somehow entangled over his shoulder.

      “Bry—" Her cheeks warmed, and her eyelashes lowered.

      A strange chirp emanated from between them.

      She jerked.

      “Oh, oh!” She bolted up. There, cradled in her other hand, in between them, was a tiny baby bird. “I have to put her back,” she said.

      Bryan stared at her, dumbfounded. “That is what you were doing? Returning a baby bird?”

      “Yes. What did you think? She fell from her nest.” Kiki gestured to the roofline.

      And sure enough, there was a thatch of hay sticking out of a corner, an obvious sign of a nest.

      “I have to get her back.” Kiki shoved herself off him and started to rise.

      He sighed. A wave of relief washed over him. He should have known better than to think Kiki would be so inclined to do—

      She started to climb back onto the wall.

      “Here, let me do it,” Bryan said, pulling her away, wild skirts and all.

      “No.” She pulled the bird into her chest, cradling it.

      “Kiki, I’m taller. I can reach it better. And at least a stone or two heavier than you.”

      “What does that have to do with anything? I’m not a child!” The wind picked up, and her hair started to unravel from its bundle at the nape of her neck, the dark strands like tree branches alive around her face.

      And at that moment, she didn’t look like a child at all.

      But he still couldn’t let her get back up on that wall. “You’re the most petite girl in the castle. Even among all your friends.”

      “So?”

      “The wind almost blew you down. And believe me, you would not flutter to the ground, even with all those skirts on! Let me do it.”

      “Fine then.” She put her empty hand on her hip. “Let’s see if you have any better luck.” She held up the bird, and he carefully accepted the tiny creature.

      He climbed on the wall and slipped over to where Kiki had pointed out the nest. The wind zipped around him, and despite his bigger size, it was still intimidating enough that he had to stop moving more than once to solidify his position as he got closer to the nest.

      “What were you going to tell me, Bryan?” Kiki asked.

      “What?” he asked, the wind streaking around him.

      “Your secret. What were you going to tell me?”

      He raised his arm to place the little bird back into its nest and wondered what he should say.

      After all, while Kiki was a lady, at sixteen, there were certain things she didn’t need to know in this world.

      Like how not every household was as happy as hers was.

      “It’s not important,” he said as the little bird got situated in the nest. It hopped over to the other birds inside, and they started to coo at each other.

      He turned back, and Kiki stood there, her hands on her hips.

      “You thought it was important enough to get me down.”

      He forced a smile on his face.

      He’d been about to tell her things she didn’t need to hear, because he wanted her to know that… that…

      He wasn’t sure.

      Only that the world wasn’t always happy and perfect. And she wasn’t alone in sadness, if that is what brought her to the roof in the first place. That was, of course, when he thought she was attempting to throw herself off.

      “I was bluffing,” he said as he leaped off the wall and landed in front of her.

      She raised her eyebrow. “Bluffing?”

      He nodded. “One does that to win a match on occasion.”

      She didn’t look like she believed him.

      He didn’t care. The fact was, she was safe, and everything was right with the world again.

      He turned to the door that led back into the castle proper.

      “Bryan, what is it?”

      He paused and glanced at her. “You didn’t call me Bryan the Spare.”

      “You don’t like it.”

      “So? Never stops anyone else from calling me that.” His bitterness must have rung through his words, for her entire expression shifted.

      She placed her hand on his arm. “I am not everyone else, Lord Bryan.”

      He covered her hand with his, her fingers cool to the touch. “I know.” He held his hand there a moment longer, warming her fingers.

      She gazed at him, a smile on her face. “Thank you.”

      Though what she thanked him for, he wasn’t sure. If not all of it.

      “Your welcome, my lady.” He tipped his head, bowing to her as though she was a lady he greeted at a ball.

      The door opened, and out poured Penn and Nick.

      “What are you doing, Bryan?”

      He leaped away from Kiki. “Nothing, now.”

      Nick’s gaze darted from Bryan to Kiki and back. “What. Were. You. Doing with My. Sister?”

      Bryan stepped backward.

      Nick did not hold back.

      His fist flew.

      Kiki screamed at Nick, and she might have been hitting Nick, Bryan wasn’t sure. He focused on defending himself in this impromptu fisticuffs.

      In a moment, they were separated, both panting hard.

      “You stay away from my sister!”

      “Nick, you twit! He was helping me!” Kiki screamed.

      “Alone? On the rooftop?”

      “Where everyone can see?” Kiki yelled back.

      “Yes, where everybody—” Nick looked around and must have realized his mistake. There was no hiding anything they were doing on this rooftop unless they laid on the ground.

      Bryan rubbed his jaw. “Nick.”

      Nick started walking back down, but not without making sure Kiki went as well, in front of him.

      Bryan and Penn remained on the landing, Bryan shaking his head.

      “If you’re going to dally with Kiki, at least do it in a dark room. Not on a rooftop,” Penn said.

      Maybe it was the anger, or still filled with raw emotions.

      But Penn’s lip was too much today. He hauled back and punched his friend right in the face before he walked off the roof.

      And he heard Penn laugh, asking if he’d hit a sore spot.
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      Some people say I have a rather unfocused mind. My brother Nick says it is incredibly wooly, and that I flitter about from place to place. He is forever telling me to find a purpose in my life, for I could not continue to wander around like a ninny like the rest of my friends.

      Yet if I expressed a desire to grow up--to marry and have my own family--he proceeded to tell me I’m a child, and far too young to understand such thing. Silly boy.

      He doesn’t remember that I am older than his fiancé. I felt sorry at first for Tressey--correction, Lady Katherina von Strobel--because my brother was more of an unfocused dolt than I could ever be. Though he had gotten worse upon meeting Tressey, I think he confused focus with love.

      I was not so confused. I had focus. And I knew what love was. I had for most of my life.

      In fact, my mind’s sole focus was the Marquis Bryan von Auerbach, formerly Count von Thalunburg. His latter title had been given to him by his father. The former, he’d earned.

      I started noticing a few years ago, when Bryan arrived at Castle Hohburg to spend time, there was an easiness to him that bloomed when he was here.

      Only when he was called back to his own residence did a darker, sadder side of him appear.

      I started paying attention after the baby bird incident.

      I cannot say for certain what Lord Bryan must have thought that day when he burst onto the roof to stop me from putting a bird in a nest, but after that, I started to watch him.

      At first, only to understand him better.

      And guess at the secrets he claimed to have bluffed about.

      Unfortunately, the more I watched, the more secrets I believed he kept tight inside him. Secrets or not, he grew into an honorable and handsome man, and it seemed the world finally began to take notice of him as more than a spare to his family name.

      My parents treated him like a son, probably why he was able to get away with hiding frogs in my bed all those years ago.

      A bird’s angry screech pierced the morning light, and I turned my attention from Bryan back to the execution at hand—the hanging of Orbert Gruenewald and the witch Vevika Gothel.

      Bryan had been instrumental in saving my brother from death after Orbert and Gothel ambushed him in the Black Forest. Bryan also had helped rescue Tressey from the tower she’d been a prisoner in all her life. It was quite kind of the grand duke to reward Bryan with his own title as a reward for his bravery. Though a Dukedom would have been more fitting since Bryan was so heroic.

      But my opinion could be biased.

      The new title he’d been given by the grand duke was a step up, and Bryan had earned it from his actions that helped bring about the very event I was in the middle of.

      I was very proud of him.

      Proud to call him my friend.

      Proud that he helped save my brother and Tressey.

      And in a way, proud that my heart belonged to him.

      Whether he knew it or not.

      A few women approached him, and it irritated me how fast the rumors could fly. After all, word of his new title only arrived yesterday morning, and already women were trying to get near him.

      Bryan, however, seemed completely unaware of their angling.

      The packed courtyard, awaiting the hanging of the criminals, warmed in the early morning sunshine. Several of the ladies visiting me were in attendance in all their day finery.

      Most didn’t rise before ten, but today, everyone wanted to witness the hanging. The servants and upstairs maids had been in a frenzy, making sure all the ladies were dressed for the event.

      Needless to say, the residence had been a roaring ruckus from before dawn, normally the quietest hours in the castle.

      There hadn’t been a hanging on Hohburg lands in many years, and no one wanted to miss it. I noticed that several of the young ladies had positioned themselves near men of means. They were likely preparing in case they fainted.

      Lady Eve had spoken about a well-timed fainting over tea the other day before she had been sent home for being rather wicked to Tressey.

      Did I agree with her departure? Certainly. She was quite the climber. But I also knew a bit more about her family than most, and I knew that they were on the verge of losing everything, and they’d put all their expectations on Lady Eve, demanding she marry well.

      Hence her visit.

      I hoped she wouldn’t snare my brother, but there were plenty of other men with titles in the area for her to sink her claws into. She could have anyone else.

      Except for the Charming Nobles.

      They were mine.

      My cheeks warmed at the thought. They weren’t mine, per say. They were like my brothers, I mean. Nick was, of course. But I had grown up around Penn and Bryan, since they were my brother’s closest friends.

      I held a strong obligation to make sure they married proper ladies, worthy of their titles.

      I glanced at Penn as the sentencing was read aloud. He still looked grim and grumpy. But that tended to happen when one was about to have his entire world turned upside down.

      Getting his own province would do that, I suspect.

      I wondered if I should go to Gruenewald province in a few weeks, see if there are any proper ladies there for him to marry.

      At least I could help him get settled.

      Then I would have only Bryan to take care of.

      My gaze returned to Bryan. I always seemed to find Bryan in a crowd. Confident. Lean. Blond. A lovely, statuesque man that made most women stare in wonder. The man exuded confidence in almost all areas of his life. He could split an arrow on an archery field, yet he couldn’t seem to find it within himself to speak to women. One thing about him I never truly understood.

      He could speak to me, however. Though he preferred to torment me and never had a bit of a stutter doing it. Just the other day, I dumped my breakfast on him because he called me a tart.

      He considered me a sister—he practically screamed it the other day—and I knew, in my heart of hearts that I would never be more than Kiki, Nick’s sister to him.

      Still, it didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy gazing at him on occasion. Bryan was far more handsome than either of the criminals about to be hanged.

      I noticed that Lady Irma Kaufmann was angling toward him.

      I sighed. Irma was as coordinated around men as Bryan was around women. Her quietness with Bryan’s stutter would be amusing to watch. And likely painful. It would take a great deal of restraint on my part not to meddle in that courtship. I knew her parents sent her here this summer, hoping for a titled match, since many titled men came in and out of Hohburg when the weather was warm. Irma told me as much.

      Yes. She and Bryan would match well.

      Ugh, just thinking the thought made my chest ache. While I knew Bryan would never love me—his best friend’s sister, after all—I didn’t want to see him with just any lady.

      At least Irma was kind. Ornery, but kind. She would treat him well, and be a proper lady for any titled lord.

      Irma got closer to Bryan. Almost backing into him. Bryan took a few steps backward as well, making room.

      I hoped Irma wasn’t going to try one of Eva’s fainting tricks. It could end disastrously. Bryan would certainly catch her—awkwardly, I was certain—and carry her into the castle.

      And I would try not to be jealous of it.

      At least no one knew of my feelings for Bryan. I kept them firmly tucked away, so I could find no fault in Irma, but still.

      A quick glance reminded me that hangings seemed to take an eternity while charges were read and everyone waited anxiously.

      Perhaps I was the only one who felt the tension in the courtyard. It seemed to get stronger and stronger as the moments passed.

      I tore my gaze away from Bryan to the witch, positioned in front of him. A horrific knot formed in my stomach.

      The same thing had happened in the dungeon when I’d gone down there with Tressey but had kept it to myself.

      It had been after a meal, and I thought perhaps the food had not agreed with me.

      But I had yet to eat, and here I was, feeling outright sick, just glancing at the weathered, white-haired witch. The horrible feeling returned, full strength.

      Something felt strange, as well, like there was a darkness in the air… A…

      I couldn’t come up with a name for it, but it was so strong, I thought perhaps it was tangible. Feelings weren’t tangible. I knew better than that, of course. Yet I could not help the stirring in my gut that something awful was about to happen.

      I considered going back to the castle, away from everyone, and the idea had merit, soothing my nerves almost immediately, but I didn’t leave.

      How was I to know what happened if I was hiding in the castle?

      My curiosity was always stronger than my fear.

      The charges against Gruenewald were finished, and the former duke groveled, begging for leniency.

      I heard the sounds of anticipation the hanging brought. The drumming beats, the whispers, and murmurs. Even Gruenewald’s pleading for his life. It all was a murmur in the back of my mind, a blur as I looked at Bryan again, finding a strange sort of calm as I glanced at him.

      I noticed that Nick and Tressey were holding hands just to my left, a little in front of me, and I looked back to Bryan, wondering what he would do if I took a couple of steps toward him, and took his hand.

      Would he hold my hand back?

      Would he pull away?

      I knew not.

      I hoped he would hold my hand. He had always caught me when I fell.

      I shook off the thought.

      As the charges against the witch were read, I felt that horrid feeling again, and risked a glance, just long enough to see her mouth moving, her gaze locked on someone.

      The dread got worse.

      For I knew exactly who she was looking at.

      Not Tressey.

      Not Nick.

      Not Tressey’s parents.

      But Bryan…

      I started to take a step forward, but it was too late. Focused on Bryan, and not the execution, like everyone else in the crowd, I saw the event that would change my life forever.

      The witch cast a spell, releasing this horrific smoke over the crowd just as she was hung. Everyone else had their eyes on the hanging, of course, how could they take their eyes off it?

      Her body fell with a thud, the smoke blasting all around like her soul had escaped as some sort of crazed monster ghost.

      And head right toward the boy I loved.

      I seemed to be the only one who realized where the smoke was going. Bryan’s body shuddered, and he dropped to the ground, forced into a crouch, and then he disappeared into the folds of his clothing.

      And he became a frog.

      I blinked, stunned by what I’d just seen.

      Bryan was… a… frog???

      And as the absurd thought entered my head, I realized the crowd was moving backward, and they would crush him in a second if I did not do something.

      I dove to the ground and grabbed him. For once, I felt thankful for all the frogs Nick had put in my bed over the years because I did not scream or want to toss my stomach up.

      Not that anyone would have noticed. The crowd exploded into its own frenzy. People ran everywhere, crying out. I tried to see, wondering if Bryan was the only one her spell had hit. Had she turned more people into toads?

      What would we do?

      How did we break a spell like this?

      My mind whirled in a thousand directions.

      A hand grabbed my arm and yanked me off the ground.

      “What are you doing, you are going to get yourself killed!” Nick screamed just as I stuffed the frog down the front of my dress.

      I opened my mouth to speak but stopped. How could I explain what I had just seen?

      The smoke’s bitter smell made me wince, and I saw people covering their mouths, so I did the same. Nick drug me over to Tressey, who he spoke to, something about the water, and the two of them took off.

      So did I.

      Though I didn’t follow them.

      Instead, I ran for the castle, moving between more shrieking guests.

      The frog wiggled and kicked in my dress, and I put my hand on the beast as I headed for the door that led into the castle kitchens. The place was its usual chaos, and I continued moving, for I had to get this frog out of my dress. I grabbed a large pan with water in it, coughing as I did, and I sprinted for my room.

      I splashed water from the pan in my eyes and took a sip from my hand, and the water soothed my throat immediately.

      One of the cooks saw me, cried out, but I did not heed her words and ran as fast as I could, water sloshing in the front of my dress back to my room.

      I shut the door, threw the lock, and sat the pot on the floor in front of the fireplace.

      Then I wiggled with the frog, trying to get a hold of it. “Come on, Bryan. Stop being a…Ugh!” and I pulled the frog out, tossing it into the pan with water.

      I dropped to the floor, my skirts pooling around me as I sat there, looking at this frog in a pan.

      And because I did not know what else to do, I let out an absurd laugh.

      The frog just stared at me.

      “A fine mess you are in, Marquis,” I said, reaching down and stroking the frog on the top of his head.

      The frog stuck its tongue out in agreement.

      “What am I going to do with you?” I said, lying on the floor. “I have wanted you in my bedroom for years, and now that you are finally here, you are a frog.”

      He croaked.

      That was about all I had to say about it too.

      

      “Enrika!” A pounding on my door made me jerk. I knocked the stack of books off my small desk, and they landed with a loud thud.

      I heard the frog’s croak.

      Stars, had I killed Bryan?

      Immediately I moved the heavy volumes.

      No, he was not under my stack of books, but instead, he sat on my fireplace, next to the pan of water.

      I shook my head. Had I dozed off? I wasn’t sure. The excitement of the morning, plus the dreary book I was reading must have made me fall asleep.

      But what had—

      “Enrika! Open this door. Your mother is worried sick!” Alda yelled through my door, pounding on the heavy wood. My lady’s maid, or governess, or general keeper—whichever she felt she must be that day—rarely remained behind a locked door for long.

      I glanced back at Bryan.

      “You stay there, and be… Be unnoticeable.” My voice cracked, and I wondered if the spell had done something to me as well. The smoke had irritated my throat, that much was certain. I had a fleeting thought about the others at the hanging.

      Had anyone gotten sick?

      Was I needed somewhere? Guilt washed over me. Should I be helping with something, and here I am, hiding in my room with Bryan?

      Froggy Bryan, anyway.

      The frog—Bryan, it is Bryan, I cannot forget that—croaked again. What would I do with him if I was needed somewhere else?

      I could never ask my brother for help.

      Nor could I ask—

      A rattle, reminding me that Alda had a key to my room, and could enter whenever she chose, jarred my attention.

      I crossed to the door, and unlocked it, only opening it a crack. “Yes?” I managed to say, my voice still raspy.

      “My girl, are you well?” Alda asked, whatever irritation she had, disappeared at the sight of me.

      I must have looked a fright, but I would take whatever blessings I had. I nodded and laid my head against the door frame.

      “Is it your head?” Alda asked, her voice much softer.

      I nodded. Part of me wanted to thank the maid for giving me an excuse to not leave my room for a while.

      I had always suffered from unbearable headaches, the kind where even the light bothered me. Sometimes I even saw spots before my eyes. They would have me down for days, the pain being awful, and the recovery taking several days as well.

      One of my headaches will be a perfect reason to keep away from everyone. And hopefully, it would give me time to figure out what to do with Bryan.

      “I will bring you the teas,” Alda said.

      I nodded. “And the honey,” I whispered, playing up my hurting head. The teas were terribly bitter.

      “Of course,” she said. “Do you want anything else? Food, perhaps?”

      “Bread, maybe?” I asked.

      Alda nodded. “I will be back in a moment.”

      I shut the door and sighed.

      Now I was going to have to feign illness.

      I picked up the books and straightened my room so that Alda didn’t notice anything strange.

      Bryan hopped into the dish of water, swam around, and was almost cute.

      I smiled at him. Even in frog form, he was darling.

      I needed to find an answer for him, as quickly as possible. I was his only hope. No one would believe such a wild tale if I looked for assistance.

      But he could not remain like this! Not Bryan! He would never want to live in this form. If I had been changed to a frog, I certainly would want to be fixed as soon as possible, too.

      I knew very little about caring for frogs in any case. What did they eat? Bugs? Would Bryan? Did he know he was a frog? Would the spell allow him to know what was going on?

      What I had learned here and there in conversation was my only guiding star—that the longer magic functioned, the more difficult it was to end it.

      Surely there had to be a way to reverse the spell. I knew there must be. Everything had an answer, an ending, and I was determined to find this one.

      I would not leave Bryan to be a frog for the rest of his life!

      I had to save him.

      I had plundered the castle library for books about spells after I got Froggy Bryan settled, but unfortunately, there wasn’t a wide selection that dealt with magic. I had seen something in one of the books that might have a solution, but I had to read more, to learn exactly what I needed to do.

      But I had to prepare for Alda’s arrival.

      I loosened my dress as much as I could without help. Lying down with all these laces could be challenging.

      The frog croaked.

      I blinked. “Look away, sir. I have to change.”

      Naturally, the frog didn’t move, but his attention was diverted to a small bug that flew around him and the water.

      With a snap, he caught the bug and ingested it so fast, I barely realized what he’d done at first. Then I couldn’t help it, I started to laugh. “Well, at least your aim has not left you.”

      The frog croaked again.

      Though, strangely, it was a normal conversation for Bryan and most any other woman.
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      Marquis Bryan von Auerbach inhaled a sharp breath and shivered.

      It shouldn’t be this cold this time of year!

      He stilled—waking in a strange place was never safe. Any sound could hint to his location.

      But…

      He wasn’t on the hunt.

      Was he?

      His fingers explored the ground beneath him—wood. A floor.

      Where was he? What was going on?

      He carefully took in his surroundings, turning as quietly as possible. Had he fallen asleep in his room at Hohburg castle? He didn’t—

      What had happened? His thoughts were jumbled. He remembered water. Being hungry.

      The glow of sunset gave the room an infused, orange shine, revealing that this was not his room in his friend’s castle.

      He shivered.

      And realized the reason for his chill.

      He was naked…

      He shook his head and ran his fingers through his hair. What happened? Where was he? Why was he naked?

      Nothing made any sense.

      He glanced around, slow to move because he didn’t know if this was a trap or prison he’d fallen into. Though, how, he didn’t know. What he saw resembled a room, and he was behind a chase. The chair blocked his view of the whole space.

      He pulled his knees to his chest, slowly shifting to a crouch, as quietly as possible.

      What did he remember for certain? What concrete memory did he have?

      The hanging.

      That witch was looking at him with those eyes of hers.

      And… Kiki?

      He wasn’t sure why, but he could smell Kiki. Growing up around her, he was always able to tell when she was near.

      Why he remembered her above others, he would not dwell on.

      He shouldn’t be dwelling on anything that had to do with Kiki. Nick would have his head. Didn’t Nick just about take Penn’s head off for mentioning Kiki’s loveliness not too long ago? Though truly, a rake like Penn didn’t need to be looking at a lady like Kiki in any way other than bowing to her.

      He had not been pleased, either, when Penn had made comments about Kiki.

      Especially when Penn insisted that he and Kiki… well…

      It wasn’t done.

      Bryan shivered as he crept around the furniture to get a better idea of where he was. A room, obviously, but not a cell.

      That was good, though how he got here, in his current state, was quite puzzling.

      And why did everything smell like Kiki? Even the chair he was looking around smelled like that flowery stuff she liked so much.

      He shook his head.

      One did not dally, or even allude to dallying, with one’s best friend’s sister. While Kiki drove Nick crazy, he was fiercely protective of her.

      Bryan didn’t blame him. The girl was trouble. She was the busiest, nosiest, pain in the backside he’d ever met. It was bad enough that Kiki was always around him.

      And right now, it was like she was everywhere. Surrounding him for some reason.

      Think, he told himself. Sort this out later.

      What happened after the hanging? Had he been captured? Had Kiki?

      Was she somewhere naked as well?

      The thought made his blood boil. He took in the room, looking for a weapon. He must save them both, protect her from whatever villainy this was.

      There. The poker on the fireplace would work to deter any captor, and then he could find her.

      Make sure she was well.

      His mind rambled through all of this while he looked for something to put on. Surely his clothing had to be nearby. What kind of twisted monster would take his clothing?

      Though armed with the poker, he wished he had his bow and arrow. It would be simple to crouch down, wait for his captors, and stop them before they even got close.

      The door creaked open.

      Bryan spun around the iron in his hand, ready to fight.

      A woman screamed.

      But only for a second, then Kiki covered her mouth, the books in her arms slammed onto the ground.

      Then she covered her eyes.

      And he jerked, realizing he’d been brandishing a weapon, naked in her presence. What had he done?

      He covered himself and stepped behind a nearby settee. “Damn girl! What’s the meaning of this!”

      Suddenly this was not the same scenario he’d originally thought.

      No, this was much, much worse.

      She darted and slammed the door shut, and threw the lock before anyone outside could enter, and he guessed, see what had made her scream.

      Her door was pounded on in a moment.

      Bryan froze, as did she.

      She glanced at the door.

      “Miss? Miss Enrika?” The pounding sounded again.

      She glanced back at Bryan, then at the door.

      Bryan ducked, folding himself as best as possible behind the chair as he heard her throw the locks and pull open the door.

      He saw she’d opened the door just a tiny bit, allowing the guard hardly any view of her room.

      “Is everything all right Miss? I heard your scream,” the guard asked, and pushed on the door.

      Kiki held her ground. “I am fine, thank you.”

      From his vantage point, Bryan could see the man’s posturing. He wasn’t going to walk away.

      Move along, guard, Bryan thought. Almost willing the thoughts to the guard at the door. The last thing he needed was to be discovered in his current state, in Kiki’s room.

      The guard pushed the door open more. “We must be certain with everything that has happened.”

      The guard’s gaze raked over Kiki.

      Bryan didn’t like the way he looked at her. The hairs on the back of his neck rose, and his current state of undress mattered very little.

      Kiki must have suspected something nefarious as well. She threw her head back, her posture rigid and regal, just as her mother’s would be.

      “Guard, I am fine. If I needed your help, I would have called for you.” She gestured for him to leave.

      The guard didn’t move. “Young ladies as yourself need to be looked after.” He took a step toward her, into the room. The door fell shut behind him.

      Bryan’s blood boiled.

      “You may go,” Kiki said, her voice firmer.

      “I should make sure you’re well, Miss,” he said again.

      Bryan squeezed the poker, ready to—

      “Get out!” Kiki yelled, shoving the guard toward the door.

      The guard wasn’t going to move. He laughed at her. “I’ve seen you loitering around the fields, watching, girl.”

      “What makes you think I’d ever look at you,” she snarled, taking a step back, toward her little desk.

      The guard followed.

      Bryan crept around the chair, lining up his attack, ready to leap to Kiki’s aid, naked or not.

      Kiki’s hand fumbled over her desk.

      “You should, Miss.” The guard stepped closer. “What are you doing, girl? Hunting for something?”

      Bryan, seeing his distraction, moved in.

      And froze, just as Kiki pulled a knife—what was she doing with a hunting knife in her room—and shoved the knife toward the guard’s most private place.

      “You will leave my room, and this castle at once, or I will make sure you lose your favorite thing.”

      The guard lunged at her, a snarl of hatred on his face.

      Bryan leaped.

      Kiki fell backward.

      Bryan attacked the man from behind. He pulled the guard’s own knife from his side and shoved it against the man’s throat.

      “You were given an order,” Bryan whispered.

      The guard fought back, trying to slam his elbow into Bryan.

      Bryan slammed him upside the head with the hilt of the knife, and Kiki hit him in the face with one of her thick books.

      The guard fell to the floor, shook his head, and rolled over, ready to attack again.

      Paused. Stared at Bryan.

      He smirked. “I see how this is.”

      “Get out of here,” Bryan said.

      The guard scooted toward the door.

      “Leave these grounds, and this province tonight, and I won’t have you hanged in the morning,” Kiki added.

      The guard glared at Kiki and Bryan. “I will tell the Duke.”

      “What? That you attacked his daughter in her room?” Bryan took a step toward him, knife in his hand. “I could kill you now. You deserve no less.”

      The door rattled.

      “Miss Enrika,” called Alda.

      Kiki darted for the door. “Just a moment, Alda.”

      She glanced at Bryan and gestured with her eyes.

      He needed no further suggestion and darted for a place to hide.

      His heart hammered, because while Alda’s arrival was fortuitous, it could very well also be damning for him.

      He glanced at the guard.

      The guard watched Bryan hide, and from his glare, Bryan knew he was going to use whatever he could to get out of this.

      Including revealing that Bryan was in the room.

      And there was no reason for Bryan to not be terrified of that idea. He was a gentleman. Alone with a woman. Naked. That meant only one thing in his world; propriety and honor.

      It just wasn’t done.

      This was how women trapped Charming Nobles—or any nobleman for that matter.

      And he would wind up married to her if Alda saw him. Or believed the guard’s story.

      Kiki opened the door wide. “Alda, thank goodness,” she said, running into her maid’s arms.

      Alda only just managed to set down the tray she’d been carrying with things for Kiki on it. “Miss Enrika, what is the matter, child?”

      Kiki blubbered tears at the woman. “This gu—guard attacked me!”

      The older woman wrapped an arm around Kiki. “What?” Alda cried.

      “He attacked me!” Kiki’s tears were thick, making her voice blotchy and erratic. From a distance, Bryan couldn’t tell if she was sincerely crying, or if she had made it up on the spot.

      His blood boiled, and his gaze darted to the guard, who’d managed to stand.

      He opened his mouth to respond.

      It mattered not, for Alda acted immediately.

      “Guards! Guards come in here now!” And she grabbed the nearest thing to her—the pitcher off the tray she’d been carrying—and slammed it into the side of the guard’s head.

      He winced and recoiled.

      More guards arrived and apprehended the man. The room became a buzz of people and voices.

      Bryan scooted back, deeper into the shadows, away from anyone’s notice. He’d always been able to hide and blend into his surroundings. One had to do that when one’s father was as likely to beat you as hug you. Made him a damn fine tracker. No one ever knew he was there.

      At least no one, but Kiki’s attacker, anyway. The beaten guard looked right at Bryan, a scowl on his face as the side of his face swelled.

      Bryan didn’t move, but he knew what the guard would do.

      He’ll probably go straight to the Duke, and report what he’d seen.

      Which meant Bryan had but one chance to get out of this without being scathed. He had to get back to his room before anyone came looking for him.

      The group worked their way out of the room, and Alda held onto Kiki.

      “Miss, let’s get you into bed.”

      Bryan’s hiding spot was over near the bed, and likely, Alda would see him.

      He shook his head, hoping Kiki had seen where he’d hidden.

      “No, I just… I want to sit by my hearth for a bit,” Kiki said. “Compose myself.”

      Alda nodded. “Let me get you a blanket.”

      Bryan tensed, pushing himself as quietly as possible back into the shadows more as Alda approached.

      She closed in, and Bryan held his breath.

      She stopped, less than an arm’s length away from him, her hands on her hips, and looked around.

      “Ahh.” She pulled something off the bed and strolled back to Kiki.

      She wrapped the girl in the blanket and handed her some of the tea.

      Kiki sipped on it.

      “Girl, where is your poker?” Alda said, looking around the room.

      Kiki froze.

      Bryan held it earlier. His gaze darted around the room.

      Where had he left it?

      “Oh, um, I—” Kiki stammered.

      “Here, on the floor,” Alda muttered. “What in the world is it…” Her words trailed off, and she glanced at Kiki. “Oh,” she said as she carried it back to the hearth.

      Bryan blinked. What in the world?

      Alda held it tight. “You must have gotten a good swing at him with this, eh?” she said, holding out the poker.

      Kiki blinked. “Well…”

      “That explained that spot on the side of his head.” Alda stoked the fire, and the embers glowed brighter, adding more light into the room.

      The glint of the firelight in her hearth illuminated the tears on Kiki’s face.

      Bryan’s heart ached. He wanted to go kill that guard. He also wanted to hold and protect Kiki from that vile man. From all vile men…

      Alda began speaking, and Bryan was glad, for his internal war of thoughts was starting to take a bizarre twist.

      “I tell you all the time, I do not like you spending among time the soldiers,” Alda said. “This is precisely what I was always afraid would happen. Those men would think you wanted to be around them. In all the improper ways—”

      “Alda, please. No lectures. I know what you’re going to say. So, stop. Please.”

      Alda’s voice softened. “I wasn’t finished.”

      “What else is there to say? What you always say when I’m around the soldiers. That I am merely tempting them, that one day one will—” Kiki shuddered, and her lip trembled.

      Regardless of her bravado before, Bryan saw her vulnerability. Her tears were real.

      Kiki’s tears were real…

      Such a profound thing for him to see.

      She had always been so strong, had fought against anyone who opposed her.

      And here she was, crying…

      Emotions crashed over him like a vast wave in a storm. So vast, he knew not what to do with them.

      Alda stroked Kiki’s hair. “There, there, child.” She hugged her as she spoke. “You defended yourself against him. No matter how many times I teach you about society rules and a lady’s behavior, it was not enough to protect you. However, you were able to do something today that I could never prepare you for. And for that, I am grateful.”

      Kiki smiled. “Thank you.”

      Alda shook her head. “No. Thank you. For I know now, more than ever, that you will be safe in this world. That you can take care of yourself. I will not worry about you as much.” She stroked Kiki’s hair. “Now, if we could find you the right husband…”

      “Alda,” Kiki wined, and she gazed at Bryan. “The last thing I want to think about is a man today.”

      “Of course, child. Of course.” She stood. “I’ll be back in a moment. I think you likely need something stronger than tea this evening.”

      Kiki nodded. “That would be lovely. And some crackers, please.”

      “Of course.”

      The maid left the room. Kiki waited a breath, then hurled the blanket off and ran back to the door and threw the locks.

      She spun around, her cheeks still stained from the tears. She brushed them off, her expression much harder than it had been a moment ago.

      Had she been faking all of that with Alda?

      If she had…

      “Bryan,” she whispered, crossing closer toward his hiding place, the blanket in hand.

      He rose from the shadowed corner and stepped out.

      She tossed the blanket at him. “Here,” she said. “While your hind end is quite lovely, I cannot see you anymore in your current state.”

      He wrapped the blanket around himself, embarrassed. The whole situation was absurd. Completely absurd. He was here, in her room, naked.

      And not for expected reasons.

      What an incredible morning… evening. He didn’t even know what time it was.

      He wanted to ask what in the world was going on, and how all of this craziness had happened.

      But he was stopped when he looked at her.

      Really looked.

      Circles curved under her eyes, and her face was gaunt. Even her normally berry-red lips were pale.

      She was not her usual self, not underneath.

      Her bravado was an act. Her eyes illustrated pain. Fear. All of it was painted across her face, as boldly as if it were words.

      He crossed to her. “Kiki.”

      And she fell into his arms. Real tears fell against his chest, and each one felt like a hot coal, sliding down his skin. He stroked her head, and she held on tight.

      He thanked whatever strange twist of fate put him here, in her room tonight, for if she had been alone, who knew what would have happened. Alda could think all she wanted that Kiki was strong enough to defend herself. Bryan, however, didn’t think she would have been able to.

      What that man could have done to her…

      It made him ill.

      And angry. Very, very angry.

      How could one man be such a monster?

      Though, unfortunately, Bryan knew the answer to that all too well. One of the reasons he’d always been very protective of women, no matter their station.

      He kissed the top of her head. “You are going to be all right,” he whispered. “I promise.”

      “Don’t make promises you cannot keep,” Kiki said.

      He pulled back and met her gaze. “I promise. Kiki Hohburg. You will be all right. I will see to it myself.”

      He stroked her cheek with his thumb, and a different kind of energy passed between them. The kind of energy that gave Bryan pause.

      It seemed for a moment, to give Kiki pause as well.

      But only for a moment.

      She pulled away from him.

      “We must get you out of here.” She wiped the tears off her face, and the bravado was back, whatever fear and worry she’d had before evaporated.

      He glanced around, his logical head coming back to him, the situation still had ramifications. “Yes, yes, of course. The last thing we need is to be wed.” Because if he were caught here, by someone trusted in residence, then they would have no choice.

      Would the guard be believed? Accusations of impropriety might be enough to spurn the Hohburg family to action and force a marriage.

      “I must get out of here, quickly,” he said, glancing around for any sign he had been in the room. “Or that guard may speak.”

      “I’ll slice his tongue off myself,” Kiki said.

      He raised his eyebrow. “Not if I do it first.”

      She smirked. “Why Marquis, I dare say you have a mean streak.”

      He raised his eyebrow. “Matched by only you.”

      For a second, he saw the sparkle in her eye again, the one he’d always known her to carry. She grinned and opened her mouth to say more, but voices outside her room signaled people coming.

      He wrapped himself in the blanket, tighter. Though truly he had to address the bigger issue in the room. While he was thankful he had been there, he needed to know why he was in her room in the first place.

      “What is going on, Kiki?” He rubbed his throat when he did, suddenly very parched. He glanced around again, this time, looking for something to drink.

      “About what?”

      He gestured to himself. “Me, here. With you.”

      “Oh yes. That. I had almost forgotten,” she said with a sigh. “Well, this certainly puts a twist on the situation.”

      “What does?”

      “Maybe you’re fine,” she said, taking a few steps deeper into the room, back into the shadows.

      “What are you talking about?”

      She paused. “You’ve been a frog most of the day.”

      “Pardon?” Surely, she was teasing him. A frog? What in the world? Had she gone completely daft? “Where are my clothes, Kiki?” He looked her up and down, trying to figure out if she actually was up to something or if the events with the guard had affected her mental state.

      She acted like she was up to something, or was, rather, before the guard came in. Something was amiss, he felt it.

      Or perhaps that was the draft.

      “The clothes are probably still in the courtyard,” she sighed. “I hadn’t had time to fetch them.”

      “You removed my clothing in the courtyard?”

      She shook her head. “No! And keep your voice down. If Alda catches you in here, then we will have to get married.”

      “I believe I just said that.”

      She waved her hand. “Regardless. The problem may be solved, now. We just need to get you back to your room.”

      “I would say so,” he replied. “How do you think we should do that?” Not that he could go waltzing out into the hallway. He’d be seen. And there were far too many ladies in residence that could notice him.

      How in the world had this happened?

      What was he going to—

      “The secret passages,” Kiki said, a smile on her face. “Your room is only a little way down the tunnels from mine.”

      “How do you know that?” Though truly, that was not his biggest concern right now.

      “Are you complaining?”

      “No.”

      “Go,” she said and gestured into the tunnel. “Before Nick stumbles in here.”

      What would Nick do to him if he were to stumble into this bizarre situation? He’d have Bryan’s head. Bryan would be the next man swinging from a noose in the courtyard. Possibly next to that guard if they ever caught him.

      Of that, Bryan had no doubt. The sooner he was out of here and back in his own room, the better.

      He glanced into the tunnel Kiki had opened. It led in two directions, away from her room, to the left and to the right. He glanced back and forth. If he was in Kiki’s room, then his room would be…

      “Which way?”

      “To the right,” she said. “Go on.”

      He clutched the blanket to himself as he entered the tunnel. “What time is it?”

      “An hour after sunset,” she
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