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A Letter from the Author


Dear Reader,

A couple of years ago, my husband asked me a question.

Where did the vampires in your books come from?

As I stared at him in confusion, I realized I’d never thought about it before, but I started to wonder how they were created.

Suddenly, that’s all I could think about. I imagined how vampires might have been created. When? Where? Why? Out of hatred? Out of love?

It became a bit of an obsession. It was then that I decided to write this book. I’d been planning the first book in the Bitten spin-off series, Blood & Bone, and knew that this story could bridge the gap. Plus, by then, Aveta and Alaunus had taken up permanent residence in my brain. I had to tell their story.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t ready to write the entire book in 2016. I knew Aveta and Alaunus wouldn’t be the first in the Blood & Bone series. They couldn’t be. But I still couldn’t stop thinking about them, so I penned the first part of their story and published it as a novella titled Destined by Blood. Now that novella will be Part 1 of this book. I wanted to make sure everyone would have a chance to read it because it’s necessary to understanding what happens in Part 2 of this book, so I included it rather than keeping it separate as it was before.

Each chapter of Destined by Blood is titled after a Tarot card from the Major Arcana (Greater Secrets). There are several types of Tarot, but the one I used closely resembles the Waite deck. Though Tarot is rarely literal, I used the cards I felt best represented what happens in each chapter. I am by no means a Tarot expert, but I felt the symbolism in each card resonated with the chapters and the characters at each stage in the story.

I hope you enjoy Aveta and Alaunus’ story as much as I did. They are the beginning.

But Ava and Macgrath are the end.

Thank you for reading,

C.C.


Part One


Destined by Blood
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Prologue


[image: Triskelion]

The restlessness was almost unbearable. For days, my body buzzed with energy. No matter how many spells I cast or how often I paced, it never abated. I couldn’t sit still, barely ate or slept, and my temper grew shorter and shorter. I practiced spells in hopes that the casting would drain my excess energy. When that was unsuccessful, I’d tried meditation in an effort to calm the maelstrom brewing inside my body.

Finally Finn had taken it upon himself to try to exhaust me. He’d made love to me so many times that my legs were still shaky hours later. Not that I would complain. I loved every minute of it, even if it didn’t resolve the problem.

Still, even after he’d fallen asleep tonight, I lay in bed, wide awake, just staring at the ceiling. After an hour I gave up and got out of bed, opting to make a cup of chamomile tea and putter in the library for a while. Maybe I could find a recipe for a sleeping tonic that would help. I’d tried all the potions I already knew and nothing worked.

I crept downstairs as quietly as possible. If Finn heard my footsteps, he’d get up as well. I appreciated that he cared so much, but I felt guilty about disturbing his rest. My insomnia shouldn’t dictate his schedule as it did mine.

The house was quiet. Peaceful. It was one of the reasons I insisted that we kept my mother’s country cottage north of the Dallas area. Though it was only an hour drive from the city, there was tranquility here. At times, it felt as though this property was thousands of miles from the nearest civilization. I often wondered if my mother had cast a spell on the land to make it seem so.

Fatigue plagued my mind even though my body refused to allow me the rest I craved. I resigned myself to another sleepless night, even as I relished the silence of the house as I made myself a cup of tea. Finn had noticed my penchant for herbal teas and installed an instant hot water tap next to the faucet so I didn’t have to wait for a kettle to boil when I wanted a cup. It was yet another way he took care of me, doing little things to make my life easier.

I carried the mug into the library at the rear of the house, leaving the lights off. Murmuring an incantation beneath my breath, I snapped my fingers softly and the candles set about the room flared to life.

I paced the perimeter of the room, slowly walking past the bookshelves while brushing the spines with my fingers. When I felt unsettled or stressed, I would often come to this room and spend time with the books from my mother’s collection. Invariably, I would find a text that spoke to whatever situation I was dealing with. Sometimes I felt as though my mother were there, guiding me to where I needed to be with the same wise hand she’d used during her lifetime.

“Couldn’t sleep?”

I looked toward the door to find Finn leaning against the jamb in nothing but his boxer briefs, arms crossed over his chest. Though we’d been together for well over a year, my heart still thumped at the sight of his mostly naked body. His muscular form was relaxed while his golden skin glowed in the dim light.

It was the look in his gorgeous eyes that affected me the most. Not only the rare purple color of his iris, but the expression they held. He never hid his feelings for me, at least not while we were alone.

“No,” I sighed.

He straightened and crossed the room. Taking the cup from my hand, he placed it on a nearby table and pulled me into his arms.

“What’s going on, Kerry? I’ve never seen you like this.”

“Like what?” I asked, tilting my head back to look up at his face.

“Wound up and restless. As if your skin is too tight.” He leaned forward and rested his forehead against mine. “I’m worried about you.”

I wrapped my arms around him, sliding my palms over his shoulders and absorbing the smooth heat of his skin. “I’ll be okay. I just…” I trailed off because I didn’t have the words to describe how I felt.

“Just what?” he prompted.

“I feel like I’m waiting for something to happen,” I murmured. “Like I need to be ready.”

It was then that I heard it; the high, clear chime of a small bell.

“Did you hear that?” I asked Finn.

“Hear what?”

The chime came again but Finn seemed oblivious. Immediately, I sensed it was coming from the bookshelf and looked in that direction. “That,” I repeated.

He grew still against me and I knew he was listening with more than his ears. When the chime came once more, he tensed. “I hear it.”

“It’s calling for me,” I murmured, stepping out of Finn’s arms.

“Wait,” he stated, putting a hand on my bicep. “We don’t know what it is or who it is.”

“I do,” I answered. “It’s from my mother.” I knew it with every fiber of my being. The bell might as well have been her voice.

This wasn’t the first time a book in the library called to me. When we fought The Faction, it triggered a spell my mother cast to hide a text that contained a prophecy, one that pertained to my friends and me.

Finn released me, though I could tell he was reluctant. I let instinct guide me as I approached the shelves. When I reached up, a leather-bound book slid forward on the shelf and directly into my hand.

I felt him approach my back, leaning over my shoulder so our cheeks brushed. Without thinking, I settled back into his body, basking in his strength. It had become second nature for me to sink into his touch when we were together.

I opened the cover, running my hand over the first page. In elegant, flowing script were the words, For Kerry. When the time is right, the book will call you. Love, Mom.

My eyes dampened at the words. As much as I loved finding something my mother left for me, it still hurt to see it.

I turned the page to find an incantation, also in my mother’s handwriting.

Invoke the words and see.

The story of the First,

A love that created eternity.

Heed the warning within,

For the one who seeks power still lives.

“It’s a spell,” I murmured to Finn. “I think it’s something my mother wants me to see.” I ran my fingers over the text, seeking more information about the power the words contained. “It’s a vision spell.”

Vision spells were tricky things. They brought the witch who invoked them into another time and place. They were often used in tribunals when a witch or warlock was accused of wrongdoing. It was a way for a third party to witness events long after they happened and with an unbiased eye. The witch who cast the vision spell could see and hear everything, even some of the thoughts of those involved.

They required a great deal of power and control to not only create but to invoke. Once inside the spell, a witch would be unable to do anything to stop the vision until it played out. Becoming trapped inside a spell such as this would be terrifying and dangerous.

“I wonder what she wants me to see,” I murmured, gently tracing the bold, swooping script of my mother’s handwriting. “I suppose I should cast the spell and find out.”

“Are you sure it’s safe?” Finn asked.

I glanced at him wryly. “Absolutely. My mother was not only a talented witch but a methodical perfectionist as well. Everything had to be done with the best of her prodigious ability. There is no way this spell is anything but safe.”

“I mean, with the way you’ve been feeling lately. Could that affect your ability to invoke the spell correctly?”

His question gave me pause. “I doubt it.” I frowned at the page in front of me. “In fact, this might be the reason why I’ve been feeling so restless.” I turned to face him. “I need to cast the spell to find out,” I stated.

“Then we’ll do it together,” he answered firmly, leading me to the loveseat against the far wall.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked him. “These sorts of incantations can be…unsettling.”

“Where you go, I go,” he replied.

“I don’t think I’m going anywhere. At least not physically,” I replied dryly.

“We’ll do this together,” he repeated, adamant in his decision.

I took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Then let’s see where it takes us.”

Together, we spoke the invocation. The library seemed to fade around us, images of the bookshelves superimposing over others.

I felt no fear or worry. Whatever the journey my mother intended for me, I would not walk alone.

The light pulsed, darkness invading before a brilliant flash of sunlight and we were thrown into another time and place.


Chapter One


[image: Triskelion]

The Lovers
Millennia in the past, in a mythic land long forgotten

She knelt in a field of lavender, the sun shining down upon her. Aveta felt as though this was what eternity should be like. A sea of beautiful flowers, warm summer wind, and the golden light of the sun touching every surface of the land. The afterlife should be this simple and beautiful.

Humming softly beneath her breath, she used her knife to cut another handful of stalks. The scent of the blooms surrounded her and brought her joy. She wanted to plant lavender next to her little stone house, but it would take over the herb garden she grew. It was too strong, too wild to be controlled. Much like the man she loved.

As she continued to harvest the herbs she used for fragrance and healing, Aveta knew he was watching her, moving closer, and she smiled. He often tried to sneak up on her, but never knew that she always sensed him. His presence only made the sweetness of the afternoon more precious.

“You make an enchanting picture,” he murmured, lying down next to her. His body crushed the flowers beneath him, releasing even more of their luxurious fragrance. He reached out and toyed with a long, curling strand of her golden hair. “In the sunlight, your hair is like a shimmering gem.”

Aveta looked over at him. “Sweet words trip too easily off your tongue. Sometimes I wonder if you truly mean them.” Though her tone was teasing, there was an underlying honesty beneath it, for she had often questioned why the favored son of the chieftain would seek her out, a widow and outcast. Though they were the same age, she often felt decades older in experience.

Alaunus leaned forward, pressing his lips to hers. When he ended the kiss, he stared into her eyes without blinking. “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes upon. Every time I gaze upon you, it takes my breath away. I doubt that will ever change.”

Aveta smiled, her insecurities fading. “It is easy to say that now, while we are still young. Someday, I will no longer look like this.”

He tugged her hair gently. “You will always look like this to me.”

As always, Aveta could not resist him when he spoke so many lovely things and looked at her with eyes of gold and green. She closed the distance between them and kissed him, her eyes drifting shut as she lost herself in the magic they wove together.

Alaunus reached back and tugged the thin band of fabric she used to tie her hair back, cradling her head in his hands. His tongue swept into her mouth, tangling with hers.

Moaning softly, she slid her hands beneath his tunic, running her palms up his side. His skin was hot and the lean muscles of his torso rippled beneath her touch. Aveta loved to feel the flesh and bone that housed the other half of her soul. When they were like this together, she forgot the world existed.

Alaunus removed the tunic, pulling it over his head. He spread the fabric on the ground and positioned Aveta on top of it. She smiled as he lifted her hair and fanned it around her head.

Leaning over her, he slipped his hand beneath the hem of her dress. The material bunched around his wrist as his fingers traced over her knee and up her thigh.

Aveta sucked in a breath as he touched her, her entire body quaking beneath his sure fingers. “How can you make me feel this way?”

She had not meant to share that aloud, but it was too late to snatch the words from her lips.

Alaunus kissed her again, his fingers pressing inside her slowly. Then he pressed the heel of his hand to the most sensitive part of her body. When she hovered on the edge of release, he lifted his head and answered, “The goddess created you for me and me for you. Whatever you feel for me, I feel for you as well.” He watched her arch into his caress, her back curving as she reached for the promise of bliss. “And this is when you are completely mine. All other times, you keep a part of yourself hidden. But when you let pleasure overtake you, you belong to me.”

As he spoke, Alaunus pushed her over the edge. The breath caught in Aveta’s throat and her entire body convulsed as wave after wave of pleasure washed over her. She was flying, completely out of control.

Alaunus had no idea how true his words were. It was in these moments that she felt the full strength of her bond to him. Not just the connection, but also his emotions. Knowing how he felt about her made it impossible for Aveta to keep her heart closed to him.

Alaunus refused to allow her to drift back to earth. He dragged the hem of her dress up and over her head. Then she was lying among the lavender, clothed in only sunshine.

His mouth closed hotly over the tip of her breast, tugging and licking, and Aveta moaned. She trailed her fingers from his chest down to his trousers, sliding beneath the material. Alaunus groaned against her breast as she stroked him.

He pulled away from her seeking hands. “You make me feel like a boy with his first woman,” he complained, shoving his trousers down.

Aveta reached out and wrapped her fingers around his length. “Is that so bad?”

Alaunus laughed, lunging forward so that he stretched over her. She made a soft sound as his bare skin came into contact with hers. She reached between them, guiding his shaft to her entrance. He did not make her wait, merging his body with hers with a slow, single thrust. “Only if you want me to last longer than a few moments.”

She could not reply. Every time they came together, it overwhelmed her and today was no different. As Aveta gave herself over to the ecstasy his body created within her, Alaunus laced their hands together, pressing them into the fragrant blossoms above her head.

He moved inside her, and the slide of his body and his scent mingled with the lavender was intoxicating. As he pushed her closer and closer to the crest once again, Aveta wound her arms around his back and her legs around his hips, clinging to him.

“I love you,” she whispered. “I will love you forever.”

He kissed her, his own release following on the heels of hers, making him shudder. In that moment, though he didn’t speak the words, Aveta could feel what was in his heart. His love for her was as strong and deep as what she offered him.

In the heat of wild abandon, she felt it, a tiny spark of life. They had created something wonderful on this glorious afternoon, an everyday magic that men and women had been making for centuries. A new life.

Alaunus lifted his head and propped his weight on his elbows. Still, his weight crushed her deeper into the soft pile of blossoms beneath them, but she cared little. She loved him even more in that moment as he cradled her head in one hand.

“We are one in body, Aveta. Why will you not agree to become one in spirit as well?”

“I cannot,” she whispered, lifting a hand to his cheek.

His beautiful amber and green eyes moved over her face, searching for answers to questions he did not voice. Except one. “Why?”

“You know why,” she replied.

“No,” he argued quietly. “I know why you think it cannot be, but I have told you many times that my family will accept you. They will have no other choice.”

“And the villagers?” she asked. “The same ones who shun me when I come into town only to sneak out here when they have need of healing and guidance? If you marry me, they will never allow you to lead them.”

“Then I will not lead,” he answered simply.

“Your family expects you to marry Rhiannon.”

“I will not do that either.”

“You know it is not that simple,” she argued.

“It is.”

“Your father will not allow you to marry me. He has already been in negotiation with Rhiannon’s father,” Aveta stated.

Alaunus rolled to the side, tucking her against his body with her head resting on his shoulder. “How can I be with Rhiannon when I will be married to you?”

“Fin,” she said, using the short name his mother called him since childhood. Only those closest to him were allowed to use it. “I do not want to put myself between you and your family.”

He sat up and looked down at her, a dark expression on his face. Aveta was reminded that his ancestors were once fierce warriors, ruling lands far larger than the small village where they lived.

“Do you lie when you say you love me?” he asked.

Feeling cool despite the sun, Aveta reached for her dress.

Alaunus grasped the material and refused to release it. “Do not hide from me, Aveta. I demand your honesty.”

“You are not in a position to demand anything from me,” she argued.

“Do you lie when you say you love me?” he repeated, ignoring her efforts to take the dress from his hand.

“No! I do not lie!”

Alaunus wrapped his fingers around her wrist, drawing her closer. “I love you as well, Aveta.”

It was the first time he had spoken those words to her and Aveta’s heart soared. Though she understood his devotion to her through their connection, she often wondered if he would ever be able to bring himself to state them aloud.

But love was not always enough.

“Your family—”

He shook his head sharply, cupping the back of her head and tilting it back so he could kiss her. “When we are bound, you will be my family. You and the children we create together, goddess willing.”

Aveta remembered the spark of life she felt mere moments before. When he discovered the babe, she would not be able to deny him. If he chose, he could drag her before his father, the current chieftain, and demand her hand.

“I am afraid to lose my freedom again,” she admitted, her voice small and ashamed. Though her husband had been dead for a long while now, Aveta remembered the trapped feeling. As much as she loved Alaunus, his family would expect her to change, to behave in certain ways. So would he. Then the slow suffocation of her spirit would begin.

Alaunus laid his hand against her cheek. “I love you for all the ways you are different from other women, Aveta. I would not want to change you in any way.”

While he was sincere, she did not doubt that his mind would change in the future.

“I will consider it,” she relented, knowing it was futile. In a short time, he would know of the child they conceived and she would have no choice.

“And I will share my intentions with my family,” he replied.

“Perhaps you should wait—” Aveta began.

Once again, a fierce frown darkened his face. “No, Aveta. It is time that my father understood my sincerity when I tell him I will not be ushered into marriage with Rhiannon. I have chosen my own mate. He may not like it at first, but he will learn to accept it or you and I shall leave.”

“Fin,” she whispered, once again using the endearment in an effort to make him see reason.

But he kissed her, his hands roaming over her bare body and lighting the flame that always flared between them.

Aveta abandoned her arguments, already drowning in the sensations he evoked within her.
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As the lovers embraced in the late afternoon sunlight, a pale figure with black hair watched from the shadows beneath the trees. Her eyes were as dark as her hair and blazed with rage and contempt.

Rhiannon clenched her fists, her nails digging into her palms and nearly drawing blood, as she bit back the fury that whipped through her.

Alaunus, and all the power he would wield, was to be hers. She once believed that his infatuation with the little witch that lived outside the village mattered not. Now, she recognized the fallacy of her logic.

Rhiannon had assumed he would carry out his duty to his family and his village. To her. Perhaps he would have continued to see the witch after he was bound to her. There were some things a wife could overlook as long as her husband remained compliant in other ways.

She had already decided that she would allow him his lust for the outcast. Until today. After hearing his words to Aveta, Rhiannon understood that this was no diversion. His heart was involved.

And Alaunus was a man who followed his heart despite what it might cost him.

Though he would be an excellent and well-liked chieftain when his father died, Alaunus did not have the thirst for power. Which was too bad, really, for his family had been blessed by the gods. Not only with strength, beauty, and intelligence, but with magic. The ambition and will to unite the clans all over the land was hers. Rhiannon knew she could convince him that her vision for the land was best for its people. It would only take a few drops of the potion she had already perfected and regularly used on her father.

It was clear that Rhiannon had misjudged Alaunus…and the witch.

Aveta had become a problem.

As she always had, Rhiannon intended to find a way to unwind the knot Aveta created in her plans. The threads of her future may have been snarled for the moment, but she had no doubt that soon they would be woven into the smooth, rich cloth she intended her life to be.


Chapter Two
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Death

Two mornings later, Aveta rose to find that clouds had moved in and rain fell from the sky. Her plans to tend to her garden would have to wait.

She settled in to work in her tiny cottage. There were herbs to be dried and several potions and poultices she had promised to villagers in a few days time.

The rain fell harder as the morning transitioned into afternoon and the wind howled outside the shutters. In the midst of the tempest, someone pounded on her door. The force of the blows shook the heavy wooden portal.

Worried, Aveta rushed over and found a man hunched in front of the doorway, a long cloak shielding his features from the cold drops that fell fast and furious.

“You are needed urgently,” he stated, his voice nearly carried away by the wind.

Aveta realized he was the servant of one of the most prosperous men in town. A man whose wife was approaching the end of a difficult pregnancy.

“Come in for a moment so I may gather my things,” she invited. As she moved to her worktable, she asked, “Is it Branwen?”

“Yes,” he answered. “The baby comes but it has been more than a day.”

Her back to the man, Aveta scowled. She warned Drust that Branwen’s labor would be difficult and that he should send for her as soon as it began. Caderyn, the village healer, had been in attendance and scoffed at her demand. No doubt the man had convinced Drust that her presence was unnecessary.

Aveta quickly placed everything she might need in a basket and covered it with a heavy cloth. Then she threw a cloak over her shoulders, pulling the hood down low to protect her face from the stinging rain.

“I’m ready,” she assured him.

The walk into the village was difficult. More than once, the servant had to hold onto her arm to prevent the wind from knocking her to her knees.

By the time they arrived at their destination, Aveta was soaked to her skin and chilled. As she entered the house, she was glad to see that it was warm, almost hot. Quickly, she removed her dripping cloak and moved into the other room.

Her heart began to race when she saw the small mound of Branwen’s figure on the bed. Even pregnant, she was tiny and delicate. The young woman’s face was pale and still and she groaned softly. Drust and Caderyn stood together near the bed and Aveta felt a surge of fury in her blood.

It was clear that Branwen was greatly weakened from her ordeal. Aveta did not greet the men aloud, afraid that she would not be able to control herself if she spoke. She rarely cast spells, preferring to use potions and poultices to solve problems for those who came to her, but she feared her rage would overwhelm her reason. If she opened her mouth, she would curse them to suffer until the end of their days for what they had done to this sweet girl. Branwen was barely more than a child and her pregnancy had been difficult.

The fear and ignorance of the men in Branwen’s life led her to this precipice, for Aveta knew that she hovered between life and death. Like many of the other villagers, Drust did not understand Aveta. The lack of comprehension led to fear and aversion.

Caderyn despised her because she saw him for what he was. It was tradition for the healers to be blessed by the god and goddess. If the deities blessed a healer, they became the vessel for their power. Caderyn was not a vessel. While he did have some knowledge of healing, he allowed pride and bias to affect his treatment of the villagers.

Nodding to the men, who stood over the bed as though their mere presence would save Branwen, Aveta got to work. When she looked beneath the blanket, placed her palm on the girl’s swollen abdomen, and allowed the healing power of the goddess to flow through her hand, her heart sank. The baby was dead.

Though her heart broke for the loss of the child, Aveta focused on now saving the mother. She managed to rouse Branwen enough to have her drink a tea made from herbs that she brought.

For hours, she worked to help the young woman give birth to a babe that no one but she knew was dead. When the baby was finally born, Aveta quickly wrapped it. She held it out to Drust first, but he shook his head, his face ashen. Caderyn would not take the child either. The servant who had fetched Aveta stepped forward and took the small, motionless bundle.

“The baby,” Branwen mumbled. “My baby.”

“The babe is fine,” Aveta lied.

Branwen reached for Drust, who moved closer but did not take his wife’s hand.

Her anger returning with a vengeance, Aveta went back to Branwen and did everything she could to save the young woman’s life.

But it was too late.

Two hours after the stillbirth, Branwen released her last breath on a sigh. Caderyn removed Drust from the room. The man allowed himself to be guided out without a word.

Aveta stared after them, hoping that Drust was merely overwhelmed by grief rather than as uncaring as he seemed.

She moved to the bed and looked down at Branwen. “I’m sorry, little one. May you be at peace.”

Slowly, she washed the blood from her hands, gathered her things, and left the silent bedroom. Drust was nowhere to be seen as she came out. Caderyn stood in front of the fire, his arms clasped behind his back. He looked up when he heard her footsteps.

Aveta knew that he wished to engage her in a conversation, but she was still too upset over all that had transpired. She moved to the chair near the fire, where her cloak had been spread to dry.

“I would like to speak to you,” he stated, looking down his long, hawkish nose at her.

“There is very little to say,” Aveta returned, settling the cloak on her shoulders and pinning the garment together at her neck.

“Perhaps for you. But I have a great deal to say.”

She looked up at him, meeting his eyes squarely and lifting a brow. “Do you? Then you should say the words to Drust.”

Caderyn frowned at her. “What nonsense are you spouting?”

“You should apologize to Drust for the death of his wife and much-longed for son,” she answered baldly.

The healer drew up in obvious affront. “It is not I who should apologize.”

Aveta took a single step toward him. Though he towered over her, the village healer paled at her advance. Despite his loathing of her, Caderyn understood exactly what Aveta was capable of accomplishing if she so wished. He had only witnessed it on a single occasion, but he had never forgotten.

“I told you that Branwen was too weak and the child too large. I explained that I should be sent for immediately when her labor began. Yet you convinced Drust to wait over a day. All to protect your pride and your station in this village.” Aveta’s eyes moved over his fine and expensive tunic and trousers. “You imply that I am the one who has reason to apologize. It is you who should be shamed.”

“You dare to speak to me this way?” he hissed.

“I dare,” she replied.

“You forget what you are, Aveta. A widow, outcast, and mere female. One well-spoken word and you will be destroyed.”

Aveta smiled at the threat and Caderyn’s jaw tightened at her unexpected reaction.

“You seem to also forget what I am, Caderyn,” she said. “Because a few well-spoken words of my own can destroy you as well.”

His mouth thinned at her response. “You dare to threaten me?”

Aveta sighed, recognizing that the situation was deteriorating. “I dare, Caderyn,” she repeated. “For those who paid the price of your loathing of me are the two dead beneath this roof.”

Her words found their mark and Caderyn flinched.

Aveta gathered her things and left, blinking at the bright sky. She had not noticed when the storm ended. The air was noticeably cooler as she wove her way through the village, intent upon returning home. She yearned for the peace of her cottage and her garden.

She needed to be alone to mourn the loss of Branwen and her son. Though it had been likely that Branwen would not survive the birth regardless, Aveta was furious that she had not had a chance to try. There was a slim chance that she could have saved both the mother and child.

If Aveta had not been so lost in her thoughts, she would have noticed Rhiannon watching her and taken measures to avoid the other woman.

“Good afternoon, Aveta.”

Surprised, Aveta lifted her eyes to her side and found Rhiannon’s cold black gaze pinned on her.

“Greetings, Rhiannon,” she replied, not breaking her stride.

“What brings you to the village today?” the other woman asked.

Aveta’s steps faltered briefly. “Branwen gave birth this afternoon.”

“I heard she was in labor. How are mother and babe?”

Aveta did not respond, only glanced at Rhiannon, which said it all.

“How sad.”

They were rapidly approaching the edge of town and Aveta was glad. She was eager to be out of the other woman’s company. Though Aveta understood that she was several years younger, the other woman unsettled her. Her words and gestures seemed to carry an underlying threat. Rhiannon rarely ventured outside the confines of the village and Aveta was immensely grateful for that.

“May I speak with you about a personal matter?” Rhiannon asked, touching Aveta’s arm.

Biting back a sigh of frustration, she stopped, turning to face Rhiannon. “Of course.” Whether she liked it or not, Aveta was a healer and she had a duty to help anyone in need.

Unfortunately, Rhiannon was not in need of help.

“I would prefer if you would turn Alaunus away should he return to your home,” Rhiannon stated. “As I am promised to him, it disturbs me that he spends time alone with you.”

Rhiannon’s words were calm and sweetly spoken. Her voice was nearly friendly. But Aveta was looking into her black eyes, and the expression in them was anything but amiable. Something fierce and hard reflected from the dark depths and Aveta felt a shiver of premonition. Rhiannon may seem young and pliable, but a core of pure rock resided within her, hard and unyielding.

“Alaunus is a man and capable of his own decisions,” Aveta replied, shifting her basket to her left hand and leaving her dominant free. “He comes to my home of his own volition.”

For a moment, the mask cracked and Aveta could see what lay beneath Rhiannon’s delicate, feminine facade. While she always sensed it was there, witnessing the rage and the hatred was enough to make her skin burn. Rhiannon was a roiling pit of darkness. As quickly as it had fallen, the mask was lifted, leaving only pale serenity in its wake.

“All I ask is that you turn him away should he come again,” Rhiannon repeated.

“Good afternoon, Rhiannon,” Aveta replied, ignoring the other woman’s words.

As she walked away, Aveta felt the gaze of the younger woman like a dagger between her shoulders.


Chapter Three
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The Fool

When her little cottage came into view, Aveta’s legs began to tremble violently. A deep sense of foreboding followed her like a dark cloud. It felt as though the threat loomed over her, so close that she would see it if she only turned to look. She struggled to continue walking, focusing on taking one step at a time. As she approached the door, she faltered, falling down on her knees.

Her legs too weak to carry her any longer, Aveta crawled to the door, pushing it open, and dragging herself inside. She had to hide. There was safety in the shadows of her home and she desperately needed it.

Grunting with the effort to force her legs to cooperate, she kicked the door shut behind her and collapsed on the floor. Her breath came in gasps and her chest ached fiercely.

Finally in the protective embrace of her home, Aveta curled her knees into her chest and sobbed.

The wild storm of tears had passed when she realized that the late afternoon had turned to early evening. Her entire body was stiff, as though she were aged or infirm. Moving slowly, she rose to her feet. The fire was dying in the hearth and the light within the house was fading.

Aveta focused on the simple tasks of stoking the fire and lighting candles within the cottage. The air had cooled after the storm and she didn’t want to open the shutters and let out the heat.

As she prepared a light supper, she felt him step into the meadow. He must have heard about Branwen and her son. Aveta could feel his agitation, his worry. Wiping her hands on a cloth, she went to the door and opened it in time to see him enter her yard, the setting sun burnishing his chestnut hair with fire.

Alaunus did not speak as he strode down the little path that bisected her garden. He scooped her up into his arms, elbowing the door shut behind him. Without hesitation, he carried her to the bed and sat on the edge, draping her across his lap and tucking her face against his throat.

His skin was hot and damp and his chest heaved against her. Aveta realized he must have run the entire way from town.

“I felt you,” he panted, running a hand through her hair and loosening it from the bit of cloth she had used to tie it back as was his habit. “Your pain and your sorrow. I was north of town with my father, checking the plantings after the storm. What happened? What grieves you?”

Aveta went still in his arms. She had often thought that Alaunus held power of his own, perhaps the same touch of the god or goddess that she possessed, but never before had he spoken of sensing things.

“You felt me?” she asked.

“Yes,” he whispered. “I do not know how, but I knew that you needed me. I could hear your cries and feel the wetness of your tears on my own face.”

Alaunus tucked her face against his neck once again, cupping the back of her head with his hand. Despite his size, he cradled her gently, his touch reverent.

“I love you,” he muttered, his voice breaking over the words he had only spoken once before. “When I felt you, I thought—” he stopped speaking and swallowed with difficulty, as though the words were caught in his throat. “I thought you were lost to me. I have never run so far or so quickly.”

Aveta reached up, touching his cheek with her hand, surprised to find a slight dampness to his face. The trail of a single tear.

Her hesitant fingers seemed to crack the control he held over his body. Alaunus fisted his hand in her hair, tilting her face back in order to take her mouth. There was no playfulness or joy in his hands on her body, only desperation. This was not about desire.

It was about need. A need to claim her as his own.

He all but tore the dress from her body, ripping one of the sleeves as he removed it. His tunic and trousers did not fare much better as Aveta wrestled him out of his clothing.

His mouth traveled down her throat, the edge of his teeth scraping her skin as he tasted her. Aveta touched him, her nails dragging over his chest and marking him as he marked her.

As his lips moved over her collarbone to her breast, she arched her back, openly seeking the pleasure he offered. When Alaunus sucked her nipple into the heat of his mouth, Aveta cried out and fisted her hands in his hair.

Her body quickened with each stroke of his tongue and nip of his teeth on the sensitive flesh of her breasts. She reached between them, wrapping her shaking fingers around his length.

Alaunus groaned against her sternum, his hips thrusting forward. “Aveta,” he murmured.

“Now,” she whispered. “Come to me now.”

There was no finesse, no lingering touches. She guided him into her body, lifting her hips to meet him.

Frantic for each other, they clashed together, racing toward release.

As they reached the pinnacle, Alaunus demanded, “Look at me.” His hand burrowed in her hair, tugging her head back so their eyes met.

Aveta gasped at the brilliant hazel of his eyes, her body tensing as she came.

Alaunus thrust into her one last time, his golden and green gaze so bright it nearly glowed. “You are mine. Forever,” he said. The words were a vow, as though his will alone would keep them bound for eternity.

“As you are mine,” Aveta replied, breathless from the climax that still rocked her body.

They lay together, their bodies quivering in tandem as they recovered from the wild abandon that had gripped them. Aveta nuzzled Alaunus’ heaving chest, trailing kisses across his collarbone to his throat.

Alaunus rolled over, bringing her body with him so that she sprawled over his chest, but he did not release her. He cuddled her closer, stroking her hair gently.

“Why did you not tell me you are with child?” he asked softly.

Aveta lifted her head from where her cheek rested over his heart. “How did you know?”

His hand pressed low on her abdomen, where their babe rested in her womb. “I felt her.”

Aveta studied him closely, noting that his hazel eyes were no longer bright and shining as they had been moments before. “You felt her?” she asked. “You know it is a girl child?”

His gaze lengthened, as though he were looking into a far off place. Or deep within himself. “I do not know how, but, yes, I felt her.”

“You have been touched by the gods,” she explained, lifting a hand to his cheek. “Just as I have.”

He focused on her visage once again. “The gods?” he scoffed. “Perhaps if they were real.”

She shook her head vehemently. “Do not speak so. You have been given a gift. We both have. And we will share that gift with our child.”

“You are my gift,” he replied, cupping her cheek as she was holding his. “If the gods have created you, then I shall gladly believe they exist.”

She smiled down at him, pleased that he would not deny the god and goddess. Incurring their displeasure would be a grave mistake.

“We shall marry as soon as we are able,” he stated. “Within the next two days.”

The smile faded from Aveta’s face. “What?”

“You are with child. My child. We will marry so that you and the babe will have the protection of my name and my house.”

A chill stole over Aveta’s skin, another premonition of terrible things to come. She felt the same whisper of peril when talking to Rhiannon earlier. “What of your betrothed?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

“Betrothed?”

“I saw Rhiannon in the village this afternoon when I left the house of Drust and Branwen. She explained that your father and hers had come to an agreement for your marriage.”

“My father, and hers, will have to deal with their disappointment. Despite my repeated refusals to entertain a marriage with Rhiannon, he has taken it upon himself to arrange it anyway. He will have to undo those arrangements.” A small grin tugged at one corner of Alaunus’ lips. “Though the promise of a granddaughter will likely sweeten the sting.”

Aveta sat up in the center of her meager bed. “And what of Rhiannon’s pain? When we spoke this afternoon, she seemed quite eager to become your wife.”

Alaunus rose up on his elbows, his expression shocked. “You would prefer I abandon you for a marriage to her?” he asked baldly.

Aveta shook her head, her long golden hair drifting around her torso like a gilded cloak. “No, but it would be difficult for everyone if you announce your intention to marry me before you have had a chance to speak to your father and hers.”

“What are you saying?” he queried, his eyes narrowing.

“All I ask is that you speak with your father, and Rhiannon’s, tomorrow. We can announce our betrothal at a later time.”

“No,” Alaunus stated harshly. “I will not allow my father’s stubbornness and your hesitancy to delay this marriage, Aveta. You are with child, living miles from the village. You need my protection.”

His words pricked her pride. “Need your protection?” she asked. “I have lived here, alone, for years without the benefit of your protection, Fin.” He jerked at her use of his pet name. “I doubt a week or two will change my ability to care for myself.”

Alaunus straightened, grasping her arms tightly. “Do not scorn me, Aveta. Do you doubt that my father will decree you marry me once I tell him you carry my babe?”

Anger and fear fueled her rebellious words. “Oh, yes, I doubt that. What I do not doubt is that Caderyn will arrive on my doorstep with a tincture to rid me of the child, at your father’s behest. If I do not take it willingly, there will likely be men to help him force it down my throat!”

Alaunus leapt from the bed, dragging her to her feet. “You are right. In his desperation to see me wed to the woman of his choice, he would likely make a grave mistake such as that. An offense that would have me kill him.”

She tried to wrest herself from his grasp, but Alaunus held her fast with one hand and reached for her clothes with another.

“Dress,” he insisted. “We will walk to the next village and have their chieftain marry us.”

“No!” she cried, finally pulling herself free and knowing that her flesh would be bruised the next day. “You cannot force this upon me.”

“I can and I will if you refuse to see reason,” Alaunus growled, looming over her as if he intended to throw her over his shoulder and carry her to the next village if she did not comply.

“Reason?” she cried. “How is it unreasonable for me to ask that you deal with the problem of Rhiannon and her father gently? One day you will lead this village and the surrounding lands. If you wish to do a good job of it, then you should learn the art of discussion and peaceful resolution!”

Alaunus made it clear that he would no longer argue with her by grabbing her dress and yanking it over her head. While she worked to slide her arms into the sleeves, he hastily dressed himself.

“Let us go,” he commanded, taking her arm again.

Her already abused flesh flared with pain at his grip and she gasped loudly. “You are hurting me!”

He dropped her arm, staring at her with wide eyes. Then he lifted the hem of her sleeve to reveal the pale skin of her upper arm and the angry red imprint of his fingers rapidly deepening to purple.

“Goddess, I hurt you,” he murmured, smoothing his fingers gently over her arm. “I am sorry, Aveta.”

Unbidden tears welled in her eyes. “I cannot go with you, Fin. Not tonight. You have a responsibility to your father, to Rhiannon, and the people of the village. Speak with your family, and Rhiannon’s. If you are still certain that you want me as your wife after that, then we shall be married.”

The hard look left his beautiful hazel eyes as he watched the tears trickle down her cheeks. Moving slowly, he took her into his arms, holding her close. His touch was once again gentle and adoring.

“I do not want to be parted from you,” he murmured in her ear. “I fear that you will vanish if I let you out of my sight.”

“I will be here, waiting for you,” she reassured him. “I only want to do what is right. If we begin our marriage by defying your father, I fear that your standing with him, and with the village, will never recover.”

“I do not care about the village,” he replied harshly. “I am only willing to lead because no one else will.” He released a long breath. “But I do not want my father to resent you, so I shall do what you ask.”

She rested her cheek against his chest, listening to the steady thump of his heart. “Thank you,” she sighed.

He set her away from him, his hands still light. “But if I do not leave now, I will stay all night. That would certainly scandalize my father.”

Aveta smiled. “I understand.”

“I will speak to him this evening and Rhiannon’s father tomorrow morning. Expect me tomorrow afternoon. We will be married the day after.”

Rising up on her toes, she kissed him. “I shall be ready.”

Alaunus groaned and embraced her tightly, his mouth opening over hers. For a wild moment, Aveta thought that he would take her where they stood.

At last, he released her, holding her steady when her weakened legs threatened to collapse.

He grinned happily at her. “Just think. In two days, I can kiss you as much as I like.”

Aveta smiled back, watching wordlessly as he disappeared into the deepening twilight.

She could not shake the ominous feeling that danger lay in wait for Alaunus, and for her. Or the fear that Alaunus’ father, Bran, would take steps to see her driven from his son’s life by whatever means necessary.


Chapter Four
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The Tower

Aveta tried to go about her day as she usually would, though her ears pricked at every noise outside the cottage. She rolled her newest dress in a blanket and packed a basket with food and a skin of wine. Despite Alaunus’ assurances that his father would approve of the marriage when he learned of the child she carried, she was not about to hang her hopes on the belief that the chieftain would willingly marry them. If that were the case, they would need to do as Alaunus suggested the night before and walk to the next village to be married by the leader there.

She felt as though she were waiting for an eternity as the early morning hours stretched into afternoon. She spent time in her garden, preparing the plants for her time away. They had not discussed where they would live, but Aveta hoped that Alaunus would agree to reside in her cottage for a while, at least until the baby was born.

As the hours passed, the afternoon fading into early evening, her excitement and joy waned. The sun sank lower and lower into the sky until the meadow was shrouded in twilight.

Yet Alaunus did not come.

Finally, as the moon rose, Aveta reached out, using the link between them to feel if he was near. Just as he had been able to sense her distress the day before, she hoped she would feel if he was upset or in pain.

There
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