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Dedication

 

 

 

To Karen Ann

06-11-62 ~ 02-14-2009

You would have loved Game of Thrones…at first

 


Author’s Note

 

Like my other standalone novel from the Brides of Prophecy universe, To Tempt a Sorcerer, this book pays homage to other fictional characters that I always loved. Sansa Stark and Sandor Clegane from George RR Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire series. And like my Raistlin Majere homage in To Tempt a Sorcerer, the setup for this book happened while writing Conjuring Destiny. (That one is the 3rd book in the Brides of Prophecy series, however, if you like Romantasy better than Urban Fantasy, you can start reading the series from there.)

The big difference with those character set ups is that while writing Conjuring Destiny, where I intentionally introduced my Raistlin homage character, I hadn’t yet read or watched A Game of Thrones. I just thought it would be cool to have a medievalesque country in the world of Aisthanesthai (If I wasn’t so young and dumb at the time, I would have given my fantasy world an easier to pronounce name). I thought it especially cool to have it border the country the Native Americans founded thousands of years ago when fleeing Earth. That way, instead of “Cowboys vs. Indians” I could have “Knights vs. Indians”

And so Wurrakia was born. At the time of Conjuring Destiny, they’re the bad guys. They do come around to right side at the end, but still, being a patriarchal society who only lets women use magic and only healing magic, they’re not exactly embracing the sorcerer king and his heavy metal sorceress queen who was born and raised on Earth.

That made for some good conflict, and by the time I was writing Melding Souls, where a rare male Wurrak healer falls in love with a heavy metal bassist, I’d both seen Game of Thrones and read the books.

I absolutely loved the Beauty and the Beast dynamic that Sandor and Sansa had. Though, like the majority of other SanSan shippers, I wanted them to get together later, when Sansa was older. The show made the age gap bigger, but Rory McCan absolutely slayed that role. In the books, Sansa and Sandor are only 12 years apart, just like my partner and me.

George RR Martin had originally planned a five-year gap between books 3 and 4 in the series, but alas, he changed his mind. I still think if he’d written the gap, the series would be done by now. And maybe Sansa and Sandor would have ended up together.

Since that didn’t happen, and may never happen, I decided that I needed to write my Sandor-Sansa homage romance. And I already had my own Westeros stand-in with Wurrakia.

So, when writing a scene in Melding Souls where a medieval-style tourney happens, I was able to introduce the scary, scarred warrior, known only as “the Wolf” as my homage to Sandor Clegane. He only gets mentioned twice because the Big Bad of the series attacked Wurrakia during the tourney and I had a fun battle scene to write.

I couldn’t dive into my SanSan book immediately after because my already-established series characters were due for their HEAs first. However, Wurrakia stayed in my mind and kept creeping on the pages of both Reclaiming the Magic and Leaving the Shadows. However, around the time I was writing Bewitching the Vampire, one of my biggest Brides of Prophecy fans asked, “what is up with the Lord of Wurrakia? Can he be trusted?”

And that’s what made me decide it was time to set the stage for that SanSan book at last. So, in Redeeming the Angel, Kerainne Leonine discovers that the Lord of Wurrakia is keeping a secret from the King and she goes to investigate. There I introduce my Sansa homage character, sort of. She doesn’t appear on the page. But her premise does.

Like Sansa Stark, Kestrel Goshawk is a sheltered young woman with auburn hair and blue eyes, whose father is arrested for treason and she’s a captive of the ruler of her country. She also loves lemon cakes and romantic stories. Both her first name and the name of her family are associated with birds. Just as Sansa was associated with a little bird.

Like Sandor Clegane, Lycus Dane is a fearsome warrior with a ton of scars and childhood trauma. He too scorns knights and their hypocrisy and abuse of their power. And he too has his own goodness and kindness underneath his fearsome exterior. He loves killing people and eating chicken. He is called “the Wolf” as Sandor was called “the Hound.”

However, like all my homage characters, Kestrel and Lycus became their own people. Their pasts are different from their inspirations, and so are their motivations and desires. The prominence of magic in the world of Aisthanesthai also results in a completely different story than those set in the world of Westeros. There’s also not a huge age gap between the characters.

So, for you readers who haven’t read A Song of Ice and Fire, or watched Game of Thrones, you don’t need to do so to enjoy To Wed a Warrior.

And for those who are fans of those books or the show, I hope you enjoy all my little nods to it in this story.

 

 


Chapter One

 

Wurrakia 

Two Months after the Battle of Morlock’s Hill1

 

Lady Kestrel Goshawk sat on the thin cot in her prison cell and clutched her thin, scratchy blanket tightly. Her eyes were red and swollen from crying, her throat was raw.

No matter how many times she prayed to the fates that the past twenty-four hours were naught but a bad dream and that she’d wake up in her bed in her family’s cozy manor at Raptor’s Roost, every time Kestrel opened her eyes, she found herself still here, at the capital, in the palace dungeons.

A bitter laugh escaped her lips. For most of her life, all she’d ever wanted was to leave her home in its remote village far from Wurrak high society. Were the fates punishing her for not appreciating what she’d had?

Maire, her old comportment tutor, had warned her that could happen. Anytime Kestrel spoke of attending fancy balls and feasts at the Lord Paramount’s castle, she’d made a tsking sound against her teeth and repeated her old litany. “People who keep their eyes so far ahead to their desires that they don’t see all the good things in their lives are just asking to lose something.”

Where was Maire now? Had she heard what happened? Word had to have spread fast. 

Everything had happened so fast, so publicly.

Fresh flames of humiliation scorched her face at the memory of the gasps echoing around her, the pointing fingers, and countless pairs of eyes narrowing in suspicion. Worst of all was the pure hatred in the faces of people who’d lavished her with praise and kindness only last month.

The main door to the cells opened with a rusty shriek before the weasel-faced guard marched in with a dented metal tray containing a plate of gray meat in congealed fat, some sickly-green beans, a slice of bread that looked like it would chip her teeth, and a tankard of some liquid.

“Suppertime, little miss,” he said with a leer.

Kestrel’s stomach lurched at the sight “I’m not hungry.”

The weasel laughed. “Fine then. I’ll take it back. You’ll be begging for ole Billy to bring you kitchen scraps before the night is out. I bet you ain’t missed a meal in yer life, traitor.”

Traitor. The word had been hurled at her countless times before she’d been roughly torn from her father’s side and hauled away to the dungeon.

To hear it from this lowly jailer who she wouldn’t have even noticed yesterday stung in a very different way.

Kestrel opened her mouth to either protest that she wasn’t a traitor, to ask what treason she was accused of, or to beg for mercy. All three were humiliating prospects, so she closed her mouth and turned back to face the wall.

Another snort of laughter and taunting words came from the weasel before she heard his footsteps fade away, then the door down the hall closed with an echoing clang.

“Good riddance,” she whispered, and immediately regretted it. The air from her words agitated her sore throat.

Perhaps she’d been a fool to decline the tray. Though she wasn’t hungry she could have had a drink. Even if whatever had been in that tankard was foul, at least it would have cooled the burn in her throat.

Only a few minutes later, the door shrieked open again. Was the weasel coming to torment her again?

No, the footsteps were heavier, longer, and accompanied by the creak of leather and clink of chainmail.

A warrior was coming. Perhaps even a knight. Either way, they ranked higher than the unarmored jailer.

Kestrel’s heart sang with hope. Perhaps whichever of the Lord Paramount’s men who was in charge of arrests had discovered that a mistake had been made and she’d be released with fervent apologies.

Or maybe it was her betrothed come to rescue her!

The Wolf came into view. Kestrel’s heart dropped into her belly at the sight of his horrifically scarred face. 

He was the Lord Paramount’s Enforcer. The one in charge of capturing fugitives, launching retaliation attacks on anyone foolish enough to go against His Lordship… and interrogating prisoners.

And yet, that wasn’t what sent her into a spiral of terror so heavy that she couldn’t hear a word he said to her or see what he carried in his gauntleted hands.

Seeing that fearsome face threw her into memories of the day when she’d first seen him. A day that had started love-story-perfect, and had ended in terror and carnage, yet still hadn’t been as terrible as this.

The Wolf spoke again, his raspy voice raising to a growl, but Kestrel didn’t hear what he said. In fact, she couldn’t even see him anymore, for she’d transported herself back in time.


Chapter Two

 

Two months ago

 

Kestrel was the happiest woman in Wurrakia. Everything she’d prepared for her entire life, all of the daydreams she’d had since she was a child were coming true.

Here she was, in the capital, standing in the courtyard of the Lord Paramount’s castle beside her betrothed, Gerard Calla, heir to the throne of Wurrakia.

The introduction had been brief, but surpassed her most hopeful dreams. Gerard was even more handsome than his portrait, a golden prince with blue eyes that danced with charm. Her belly had fluttered and her fingers still tingled where he’d kissed them.

She wished could have spoken with him longer than their brief, chaperoned walk along the parapet this afternoon. Alas, their new courtship was delayed by the reason for tonight’s banquet and tomorrow’s tourney.

The Queen of Aisthanesthai had arrived on a diplomatic visit.

Xochitl Leonine, Lioness of Light, and daughter of the revered luminite princess, Kerainne Leonine, caused a minor scandal immediately when, instead of arriving in the carriage Lord Aylmer had sent with a noble escort as befitting her rank, she’d opted to let out her wings and fly over the castle walls, landing before Lord Aylmer and Lady Moira.

Sir Mormont, Captain of the Noble Guard, was with the carriage along with most of the guard. However, a tall knight who’d been standing behind the Lord Paramount drew his sword so fast the steel sang. To everyone’s relief, Lord Aylmer gestured for the warrior to stand down.

Kestrel had shivered at the frightening sight of the knight, whose helm was forged in the shape of a snarling wolf. Quickly, she’d averted her gaze before he saw her staring, and turned her attention back to the royal guest.

Kestrel was certain the Queen had done so to demonstrate that all of Wurrakia’s walls and battlement guards couldn’t keep her out if she felt like visiting for unfriendly purposes.

Last year, Lord Aylmer and the other noble houses had made the grave mistake of supporting the Winter Prince, Stefan, who was Zareth Atmoken’s half-brother, and the former king’s younger son to inherit the crown of Aisthanesthai.

After all, the Prophecy stated that after the Lioness of Light brought back the sun, she would crown one of the two brothers.

In Wurrakia’s eyes, Stefan had all the looks and trappings of the perfect king. Even now, Kestrel’s face burned in shame at how wrong they’d all been. Including herself.

Forcing the memory away was easy with this first up-close sight of her Queen. Kestrel stood beside Gerard, only a few paces from where Queen Xochitl had landed, giving her a good view of the visiting monarch.

Xochitl wasn’t at all dressed like a royal. She wore black suede trousers, calf-high boots, and a purple velvet sleeveless top in the style of Earthfolk that bared her back and made room for her black, silver-gilt wings. Her black and purple hair was loose and wild beneath her silver crown, the only token of her high rank. Her escort, two male mages, one a blue-robed mage, and the other, a green robe, exited the carriage and came to stand by their monarch. The blue robe held a white cat with a blue-gray mask, ears, tail, and paws.

Sure enough, Xochitl openly chided Lord Aylmer for backing Stefan instead of Zareth, the Lord of Storm and Shadow and her fated mate. But then she graciously announced her forgiveness, and for the first time in eighteen moons, the people of Wurrakia breathed a sigh of relief.

Kestrel’s own relief and fascination at this strange queen was mingled with selfish disappointment.

Gerard abandoned her side to escort the blue-robed mage, who was revealed to be his youngest brother, Artavian Calla, along with the green-robed mage, to their rooms. It was hard to believe Artavian was related to Gerard and his other brother, Mathurin. While the two eldest brothers were muscular and had the short-cropped hair of most Wurrak warriors, Artavian was an oddity. Not only was he a rare male Wurrak healer of the blue robes, he was also thin and wiry with long, copper-brown hair. Kestrel had never seen a male Wurrak with long hair, aside from the Wolf. To her surprise, she found Artavian to be quite…pretty.

Though nowhere near as handsome as Gerard, she assured herself to fight of a twinge of guilt at thinking of another man than her betrothed.

With the Paramount Family occupied with these higher-ranking guests, Father ordered Kestrel to return to her room and ready herself for the banquet that would be held in Queen Xochitl’s honor.

Hannah, the lady’s maid appointed to her by Lady Moira, took extra care with Kestrel’s hair, weaving her a crown of auburn braids that blazed like fire in the lantern lights. Father had given her some of her mother’s jewelry, with the rest to be a wedding present. Tonight, she wore emerald teardrop earrings with a matching pendant. A forest green satin gown completed the picture, though Kestrel wished she could wear the watered silk that matched the emeralds perfectly. Unfortunately, she couldn’t wear silks or velvets until she was wed.

Still, as she did a turn in front of the full-length mirror, Kestrel thought she looked suitable enough to have her engagement officially announced, which could happen at tonight’s banquet!

She closed her eyes and imagined receiving the Queen’s blessing in front of the noble court, all the other ladies seething in envy while Sir Gerard looked on in pride at his bride-to-be. And maybe one of Wurrakia’s famous bards would write a song about her. Or, maybe the Queen would!

Kestrel paused, remembering the song Queen Xochitl had sung the day she’d brought back the sun, the sheer rage in her achingly beautiful voice, and that anger amplified by the strange Earth realm instruments she and her band played.

Perhaps Her Highness wasn’t the ideal choice to sing of a romantic betrothal.

Alas, the banquet didn’t go as Kestrel had hoped. To her utter disappointment, she was seated across from Sir Gerard rather than beside him as she’d hoped. Even worse, her betrothed completely ignored her for the duration of the meal.

Yet she couldn’t blame him. Queen Xochitl—now dressed appropriately in a gown of royal purple—and Lord Aylmer spent the duration of the meal arguing the terms of Wurrakia’s alliance with the crown in the coming war against Mephistopheles, something of far more importance than their impending marriage.

The discussion grew heated at times, firstly at the Queen’s audacious request that the Wurrak knights fight alongside her army of vampires.

Kestrel couldn’t suppress a shudder at the mention of those blood-drinking monsters. And knowing that Xochitl was the daughter of Mephistopheles, the creator of vampires and violator of worlds—if Kestrel hadn’t heard the goodness and magic in her voice and witnessed her freeing captive slaves and ending four years of darkness by bringing back the sun, she’d have treasonous doubts about the new monarch’s worthiness to rule this world.

She’d heard enough whispers about the Queen in her own household and reprimanded enough servants to allow herself to be caught having the same traitorous suspicions.

Then the Queen and one of her companions caused another stir by jolting up to their feet and seeming to threaten Lord Aylmer. 

Eventually Kestrel gathered that they were defending Artavian, of whom it was well known that Aylmer was greatly disappointed. 

She made a mental note to ask Beryl what “homophobia” meant before the Lord of Wurrakia’s hostility vanished at the mention of a battle on Earth.

All of the men at the long table perked up in interest. The one subject that nearly all Wurraks were in agreement with was a love for battles. Many retired warriors became scholars on wars of the past. And because Earth had a much bloodier history, several scholars specialized in that world’s historic battles.

Yet the conversation between Queen Xochitl, her attendants, and Lord Aylmer incited shock on two fronts.

Firstly, the battle they spoke of was against vampires. Kestrel and everyone else she knew had been under the impression that all vampires were under the Queen’s command.

If, by some miracle, Lord Aylmer agreed to have his knights fight alongside Xochitl’s army of blood drinkers, the existence of enemy vampires would complicate matters even further.

Secondly came the knowledge that Lord Aylmer’s mage son, Artavian, had managed to heal eleven people during that battle. Lady Calla, Artavian’s mother and High Healer, had only managed five in such a quick timeframe.

Therefore, Artavian may be the most powerful healer mage in all of Wurrakia.

Kestrel was both proud of him and hopeful that his father would treat him better. However, part of her couldn’t help but feel a measure of petty resentment that her nation’s most powerful healer was a man.

The final bit of shocking news was that the General, who was foretold to command the Queen’s armies in the war against Mephistopheles, was not only not a Wurrak as they’d all expected, but also a woman from the Earth realm who was married to a Lord Vampire.

Lord Aylmer grumbled about that fact until it was pointed out that a woman had saved the world and would be saving it again. Then, at last, the talk shifted to more pleasant things, like tomorrow’s tourney.

For the first time since the meal started, Gerard looked at Kestrel and spoke to her. “Will you give me your favor tomorrow?”

His neglect was forgiven in the face of his charming smile and romantic request. “Of course, good sir.”

After the meal, Kestrel went to bed with dreams of her dashing knight and stolen kisses dancing through her head.

The morning of the tourney dawned gloriously bright, not a cloud in the sky to obscure her joy.

Since Gerard and the his brothers were preparing themselves for the jousting and melee and Father was busy meeting with the family solicitor and other business, Beryl took Kestrel to the fair.

It had been at least three years since she’d been to a fair, and she basked in the childlike delight of trying various sweet treats and indulging herself in shopping for trinkets, laces, and ornaments. The mature part of herself then fulfilled the responsible obligation to look over at the offerings of herbs, stones, and other supplies for healing magic.

Even more exciting was spotting the Queen and the Earth musician turned mage, Beau Thompson, who seemed to be close to Artavian. Both were back in trousers and Earth-style shirts, seeming to want to blend in and not attract attention, so Kestrel opted to leave them to their shopping.

Then, at last, it was time to head to the pavilion in front of the castle walls and find their seats for the tourney. Father was already there. Kestrel was pleased to see that the box reserved for House Goshawk was near the Paramount box where Lord and Lady Calla sat with Queen Xochitl and Beau.

The Queen had changed her clothing and was now resplendent in a violet gown of lei silk from Shellandria, where the faelin lived. The crown she wore was bigger than yesterday’s, twisted gold and copper embedded with tiger’s eye and garnet to resemble flames. Matching garnet and tiger’s eye earrings and a large pendant completed her ensemble, both stones known for power and protection in magic, and multiple healing properties as well.

Kestrel wondered how Xochitl had attained the rank of purple robes so young. Her mother, Kerainne Leonine, a legendary figure in Wurrakia’s history, had long ago attained the black robes, and was over two thousand years old. But even with that knowledge, Kestrel had trouble believing Xochitl had attained purple in a mere twenty-three years. Kerainne must have trained her relentlessly on Earth, which would have been unimaginably difficult, with that world being barren of magic.

The heralds blew their horns, signaling the beginning of the joust. Kestrel’s thoughts about the new, strange queen immediately fled at the prospect of watching the valiant knights demonstrate their feats of strength and having everyone see Gerard ride up to her on his stallion and present his lance for her favor. Then to see him ride and tilt victoriously for her.

But first the lower-level knights went first. 

Sir Patrek Guillory and Sir Gordon Wadden were both handsome in their armor and were known accomplished knights, but a smug smile crept on Kestrel’s lips at how much handsomer and higher-ranking Sir Gerald was. She scolded herself for such uncouth pride and made sure to speak kindly to the maiden who granted Patrek her favor, a green satin ribbon that matched her gown.

“Miss Dormer, Sir Patrek is very gallant and a most worthy suitor.”

Alayne Dormer had been in Kestrel’s group when taking the tests for the blue robes. She and Kestrel had been fast friends throughout those harrowing weeks.

“He is, isn’t he.” Alayne’s cheeks flushed a delicate pink. “He’s come to Dormer Hill twice this season. I think he’s going to ask Father for my hand.”

“Dormer Hill and Guillory Manor are well situated estates. I’m sure Lord Dormer will see the advantages of a joining of your houses.”

Alayne beamed at her. “I pray to the fates that you’re right.” She leaned over and spoke as quietly as possible below the roar of the crowd. “And I hear you’re going to make the biggest match of the decade.”

Kestrel’s lips curved in a secret smile. “The news has not been officially announced yet, but there may be a clue for all to see this day.”

“Then I am even more excited to see whose lance will take your favor.”

The horn blew to signal the start of the match and Alayne’s attention snapped to her beloved Sir Patrek. Unfortunately, he lost the match as Sir Gordon knocked him from his horse.

Kestrel patted Alayne’s shoulder. “He still rode bravely.”

The girl managed a wan smile, but her shoulders slumped with disappointment and she fell silent for the next five matches.

Kestrel did her best to cheer for all the knights and appreciate her years of study that allowed her to recognize their sigils and remember most of their names.

Raptor’s Roost was on the far south end of Wurrakia, so Kestel had been tutored at home rather than at the deportment and magic schools in the capital. She remembered begging Beryl to teach her how to do teleportation spells, but her pleas fell on deaf ears.

Beryl was old-fashioned in Wurrak culture, and insisted that a lady must only practice healing magic. And Father flat out refused to allow her near the capital until she was ready for marriage.

“There is too much corruption in a city that size,” he’d told her gruffly. “You must remain pure and innocent in every way so that you’ll be worthy of the finest match in the land.”

Now Father’s efforts and Kestrel’s many years of loneliness had finally paid off.

Not only did she indeed have the finest match in the land, but when she married Sir Gerard, she’d live in the capital full time, have a full social schedule where she’d meet countless noblewomen for teas, attend and host hundreds of parties, and one day rule over the entire country.

A hush fell over the crowd, turning Kestrel’s attention back to the jousting match. A warrior rode forward on a black horse, bearing colors and a sigil she didn’t recognize. A snarling silver canine on a black field.

“Master Lycus Dane!” the herald shouted in introduction.

Alayne looked up at Kestrel with wide eyes and spoke for the first time in an hour. “The Wolf!”

“The Wolf?” Kestrel asked, not knowing him from her books on the noble families or her comportment tutor’s lessons.

“He’s Lord Aylmer’s Enforcer.”

Kestrel knew it was rude to stare, but two things about the warrior caught her attention again and held it like a lodestone. The first was his unruly mop of black wavy hair, usually a sign that he may share ancestry with the Tolonquan tribespeople at the western border.

The second was his scars. Kestrel had never seen a man so disfigured. Harsh white scars covered his face like a map of a craggy mountain.

“What happened to him?” she wondered aloud.

“Nobody knows,” Alayne answered in a low voice. “I heard the last person who dared to ask him was bedridden for a week from the beating he gave them.”

Kestrel gasped at such barbarity and was still unable to tear her eyes from the Wolf. Even though the whole audience had to be staring at him as well, the Wolf seemed to sense her gaze and his eyes, black as sin and cold as the grave, met hers.

Her body froze as chills raced up and down her spine despite the summer sun’s warmth. Then, almost so quick she could believe she’d imagined him noticing her, the Wolf’s cold eyes flicked to Lord and Lady Calla and Queen Xochitl. He dipped his head in a bow so curt and shallow that it bordered on rudeness before donning his helm, which was hammered into the shape of a wolf’s head.

Kestrel gasped. He was the one who’d drawn his sword at the Queen yesterday!

The Wolf’s opponent was Sir Briar Rosewood, a knight renowned for his romantic poetry and swordsmanship. With his shining gold hair, bright blue eyes, and sigil of a red rose on a white field, Sir Briar presented himself as the polar opposite of the Wolf. If this were a song or story, this match would be good versus evil.

Kestrel chided herself again for such childish flights of fancy. If the Wolf was evil, he wouldn’t be serving House Calla.

And yet, when the Wolf’s lance sent Sir Rosewood flying off his horse higher than any previous man had flown before crashing into the ground, she couldn’t help but shiver.

Artavian Calla then shocked all of Wurrak society, not only by riding in the joust, but also by presenting his lance to the Queen’s green-robed companion for a favor.

“That’s what they were arguing with Lord Aylmer about,” Kestrel murmured. “Master Artavian loves a man.”

“He’s a bumboy,” Father grumbled with disgust.

Though it was different from what Kestrel was familiar with, she didn’t see any harm in the youngest Calla son loving a male. After all, he had no need to sire an heir, for he had nothing to inherit. Furthermore, he would soon be her brother-in-law. So she was obliged to view him kindly.

Despite some rumbling disapproval and accusations of Artavian being weak, the mage rode well and defeated Lord Mormont. Kestrel cheered loudly for him and was pleased at how many joined her. Even Lord Aylmer managed a smile and an accepting nod.

Next up was Sir Mathurin. Kestrel cheered more fervently, knowing that the eldest Calla would be next. Mathurin won his match too.

Finally, the trumpet blew and her betrothed trotted out on a silver stallion.

“Sir Gerard Calla!” the herald called over the loud cheers.

A hush fell in anticipation to see who the Lord of Wurrakia’s heir would approach for a favor.

When Gerard rode towards her, Kestrel’s heart sang. She beamed in triumph as the crowd cheered at the sight of her tying her ribbon in a loop to slide down his lance. She hadn’t paid attention to who Gerard’s opponent was, and had to look away from her betrothed a moment to identify his sigil.

A golden acorn on a field of green. That was Sir Harald Oaken. House Oaken fought alongside House Pinewood in the Eighth Civil War. That meant Harald and Gerard were likely evenly matched.

As the horn signaled the charge, Kestrel held her breath. But Gerard triumphed quickly, shoving his lance between Sir Oaken’s helm and gorget, making the knight intentionally fall off his horse to avoid a neck injury.

That wasn’t an honorable move, a voice said in Kestrel’s head, but she silenced it. After all, it wasn’t against the rules.

Then Gerard turned to her and blew her a kiss, chasing all thoughts from her mind.

She didn’t pay attention to the next several matches, as every girl sitting near her wanted to hear about her potential match with Ser Gerard.

Kestrel wished she had a song-worthy tale of him noticing her at a tourney or ball, or maybe encountering her in the forest when she was picking wildflowers. Since all the courting was done with their fathers’ pens, Kestrel instead spoke of her father distinguishing himself in battle and his assets that made his daughter worthy of marrying into House Calla.

When the victors of the first rounds were matched against each other, Kestrel turned her attention back to the jousting. The two younger Calla brothers won their matches. But poor Sir Gerard was pitted against the Wolf, who defeated him handily. Kestrel tried to offer Gerard a supportive smile, but he stomped off the field, not looking at her or anyone.

Sir Mathurin, Master Artavian, and the frightening Wolf stood on the victors’ platform and collected their praise and winnings. 

Kestrel hated the Wolf then, wishing Gerard was standing there.

She got her unreasonable temper under control during the intermission before the melee. While dining on cheese, fruit, and wine, she chatted with the other women as a minstrel sang and played the lute.

“Terribly unfair to have a singer when Queen Xochitl is here,” Alayne said with real pity in her eyes.

Kestrel agreed. The Queen smiled politely at the performance, but Beau, Master Artavian’s love, watched the man with open scorn. He played a stringed instrument as well, so he was likely judging the bard on two fronts.

Exhales of relief sounded all around as the man took his lute and departed and jugglers and acrobats arrived. Then at last, the knights competing in the melee returned to the field.

Kestrel watched all three Calla brothers enter together and cheered, hoping that Artavian’s shocking public acknowledgment of loving a man hadn’t alienated them further.

When the horn blew and every man attacked the others, she held her breath, shocked at how violent they were, as if this were a real battle. Artavian was astonishing in his aggression and she wondered if he was trying to prove his manliness to the crowd.

She shifted her attention to Gerard, her heart in her throat as she feared him being hurt. Though she did allow herself to fantasize about healing his injuries when they were married.

The Wolf fought well, though he appeared to be blocking Gerard and Mathurin from any attackers. Kestrel didn’t know whether to be grateful that he was protecting her betrothed, or annoyed that he wasn’t allowing Gerard much of a chance to battle opponents and gain glory.

A rumble of thunder broke off her thoughts. Murmurs of confusion filled the air around her as she looked up at the cloudless sunny sky.

A horn blasted six times from the castle walls. Unlike the tourney trumpet, the sound was sharp and ominous. The combatants halted and looked around. The capital tower bell pealed six times, confirming the coming horror.

Then, Lord Aylmer shouted, “We’re under attack!”

Warriors not participating in the melee ran to the field and shouted for the women, children, infirm, and elderly to line up in preparation to be escorted to safety.

Kestrel expected Father to join her in line, but instead, he embraced her and said, “Go with them, sweet,” then headed off in the opposite direction.

Kestrel started toward Alayne, who was sobbing in terror, when a rough hand seized her wrist like a manacle.

“Come with me,” the Wolf said in a raspy growl.

At first, she was too frightened to reply and pulled back on instinct only for her wrist and forearm to twinge in pain. His grip was too strong for her to be able to move in any way he didn’t will it to.

“Let me go!” she cried out, her heart hammering in panic.

Instead, he tugged her further from the line. People stared and muttered amongst themselves, but no one stepped forward to challenge him.

“Sir Gerard ordered me to take you to safety,” he grumbled as he crossed the field in long, ground-devouring strides.

Kestrel’s heart warmed for a moment at her betrothed sparing a thought for her wellbeing, but it was quashed with irritation as she nearly stumbled from him dragging her along.

“That’s all you had to say in the first place!” Kestrel shouted, unable to hide her frustration. “Please, Sir, would you slow down? I’ll fall if we keep going at this rate.”

“I’m no Sir!” the Wolf snarled as if she’d called him a bastard. 

Instead of slowing down, he swept her up in his arms, carrying her like she was a child.

The only time Kestrel had wanted a man to carry her like this was if it was her wedding night when her husband would bring her to bed. Her face flamed both in fury that the fantasy was taken from her and embarrassment at thinking of said fantasy while this fearsome warrior, who wasn’t even a knight, held her in his arms.

His scars were even more horrible up close, cris-crossing his face in jagged lines like white lighting. One scar slashed the corner of his mouth, twisting his lips in a frozen, wicked smirk. Another scar came dangerously close to his right eye, and had healed in a way that bisected the eyebrow.

 Quickly, she averted her gaze and instead focused on the direction they were heading. Thus far, it seemed they were going to the west part of the city wall, only toward a different entrance from where the women and children were herded.

Battle cries and clashes of steel rang in her ears, making the horrific reality of her situation sink in.

“Who is attacking us?”

His reply was a one-word snarl that made her blood run cold. “Mephistopheles.”

Unbidden, Kestrel tucked herself tighter against the Wolf’s armored chest. He grunted and tightened his grip on her, whether in reassurance or if he thought she’d tried to get away, she couldn’t tell.

“There will be many wounded,” she realized aloud.

He snorted with derision. “No shit.”

Her irritation at his assumption that she was ignorant chased away her fear of him. “I mean healers are needed. Take me to the hospital.”

“Gerard wanted you taken to the keep where the rest of the noblewomen are gathering.”

“If we lose this battle, the castle will be the first place the enemy takes,” Kestrel grumbled, earning a nod. “I recently attained the blue robes and can be of utmost help. Lady Calla is High Healer and will be at the hospital. Surely you can argue that you fulfilled your orders by taking me to her side.”

He remained silent so long that she feared he was dismissing her request without dignifying her with a reply.

Then, he shrugged, which brought her high enough that his stubble scraped her forehead. “You have a point, little raptor. The hospital is also closer, which means I can get back to the field and start killing the enemy sooner.”

Little raptor? It took her a moment to realize he was making a gibe on her House name, Goshawk.

Then she shuddered at the savage glee in his black eyes at the prospect of slaughter.

As a proper Wurrak lady, she knew she was supposed to be proud of him for being eager to fight for their country, but the healer in her was repulsed at the ludicrous waste of life that most violence begot, and the human in her was petrified in terror at the reality that right here, right now, her homeland was being invaded by the greatest evil in the universe.

After an impolite pause, Kestrel remembered her courtesies. “I am sure you will fight bravely and cover yourself with glory on the field. When you return victorious, I would be honored to tend to your wounds.”

The Wolf laughed, a chilling bitter, sound. “Don’t waste your pretty lies on me, girl. You can barely look at me.”

Kestrel flinched at his words, not only because of the breach in propriety of not acknowledging the traditional Wurrak Ladies’ Blessing, but also because part of what he said was true.

While she was certain he would fight bravely, she wouldn’t want to be the one tending his wounds. Because he was so fearsome to look at.

She held her silence for the rest of the journey. When they reached the hospital, the Wolf deposited her at the doorstep so roughly she almost fell, then he ran off before she could thank him.

The healers opened the doors and ushered her inside. Kestrel spent the entirety of the battle treating the wounded who came in a steady stream. By the time victory was announced, she barely had the energy to cheer.

After the battle, there would be many new knighthoods, honors awarded, and announcements from both Lord Aylmer and Queen Xochitl.

“Your engagement announcement will have to be postponed, I’m afraid,” Father had told her before they left the capital with unseemly haste.

 

Now, Kestrel was afraid she knew why.

 


Chapter Three

 

 

Lycus Dane, Enforcer to the Lord Paramount of Wurrakia, paced in front of Lady Goshawk’s cell, clenching and unclenching his fists, grinding his teeth to hold back a growl of irritation.

He’d done plenty of loathsome things in service of His Lordship. Doing loathsome things was his job. But menacing a young woman? This command felt beneath him, no matter his willful lack of a rank and title.

But Lord Gerard, who acted as his overlord with Aylmer’s blessing, was furious and humiliated at the fact that he’d unknowingly been betrothed to a traitor’s daughter.

It didn’t matter in the slightest that the girl was almost certainly innocent of the conspiracy, the heir’s pride had been stung, therefore she was forced to pay.

So here he was, “guarding” her cell as if the little raptor had the power to break the bars and he’d have to cut her down with his broadsword for trying to escape.

He knew very well that the real motivation for sending him down to the dungeons was to keep Lady Kestrel intimidated by his fearsome reputation and the nightmarish ruin of his scarred face.

And it worked. So effectively that she didn’t seem to be aware that he’d spent the past two days trying to get her to eat.

It was already insulting enough that he’d had to deliver her trays like a servant, but to have her so repulsed by him that she couldn’t touch the food he offered… He didn’t like it. Such a stringent reminder of his hideousness seemed as much a punishment for him as it was for the prisoner.

And, for some odd reason, he didn’t want her to go hungry. It was wasteful, pointless, allowed her enemies to win, and…just wrong for a healer of her rank.

Lycus glanced at the tray he’d placed on the floor by the bars of her cage and shook his head. The old brown bread, boiled green beans, and cold, graying slice of pork looked flavorless and tough as shoe leather. While such a loathsome repast was typical fare for prisoners, Kestrel was a lady and doubtless accustomed to quality food.

With a resigned sigh, he scooped up the tray from the floor. Kestrel didn’t flinch at his sudden movement, which he should have considered either a relief or a failure in his job to terrorize her if he could ever make up his mind on where his feelings stood.

But her glassy-eyed stare at the wall definitely made him uncomfortable.

He’d seen warriors with that look when the tides of a battle turned and they knew they were going to die. Their eyes went like that when they let their minds take them away, leaving their bodies to perish.

Lycus wouldn’t allow this. Not when the inquest hadn’t even begun. For all anyone knew, Lord Cregan Goshawk was innocent. Though he doubted it. Lord Aylmer had many flaws, but he wouldn’t arrest a noble and his entire household without concrete evidence of treason.

But that didn’t mean Lady Kestrel should crumble immediately. Not when he remembered how fearlessly she’d argued with him in the middle of Mephistopheles’s attack. She’d had courage then, so he knew she could have it now.

The castle cook tried to refuse his request for a more palatable meal for the prisoner, but all Lycus needed to do was stand there and stare at the man to have him reduced to spluttering compliance.

Lycus carried the tray back to the north-side dungeon and rapped his knuckles on Lady Kestrel’s cell door. “If you don’t snap out of your trance and look at me, I will have to come inside.”

He didn’t really have a key, but the girl didn’t know that. Thankfully, his bluff worked. She blinked and turned to face him, only flinching slightly at the sight of his face.

“In respect of your rank, I got the cook to prepare a meal more worthy of your noble palate.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Horse shit.” At her light flush at his coarse language, he sighed. He had no experience with noble ladies and their delicate sensibilities. “You haven’t eaten in two days, and I’d bet my favorite sword that you haven’t missed a meal in your life. If you have any hopes of delivering a testimony that could save you and perhaps even your father, you need to keep your strength up.”

“Why do you care how we fare in the trial?” She sneered. “You’re the Lord Paramount’s dog.”

The corner of his mouth twitched with the urge to smile. There was that backbone. “Because watching a blue robe starve herself at the first bit of adversity in her life is a pathetic sight.” He knelt and set down the tray. “Now, eat. If you don’t, the cook will go back to making you eat gray meat and stale bread.”

“Did my father get a better meal too?”

“Probably not.” Lycus fought back a twinge of pity. Food would be the least of Lord Goshawk’s concerns. “But he’s a man and a former knight who’s had worse fare on the march. He can handle some overcooked, unseasoned pork. Furthermore, I imagine he’d want you to eat.”

Kestrel rose from her cot, but didn’t approach the bars. “If I eat, will you tell me all you know of why this is happening to us?”

“I’m here as a guard dog, not to negotiate with you.” That should have been it, but something about her wan, vulnerable face made him give in despite his better wisdom. “Fine. But I don’t know much.”

“We have a bargain, then.” She bent and took the flagon of water from the tray, taking a deep drink, then peering up at him expectantly. Her blue-green eyes only met his for a fraction of a second before flitting away.

Lycus crossed his arms over his chest, daring her to match his hard stare. “After you eat at least half of what I brought you.”

She gave a frustrated huff, then picked up the roasted chicken thigh. It was cold, meant for one of the palace residents when they wanted a picnic or a quick repast while outdoors, but prepared fancily enough, drowned in a butter-wine sauce, and encrusted in herbs. When she bit into it, her eyes closed with such bliss that he again had to fight a smile.

After the first bite, her stubbornness from the past two days and nights evaporated like morning mist and she tore into it with unladylike savagery.

“Not so fast,” he cautioned. “You’ll become sick.”

“Do you want me to eat or not?” she practically growled.

“Retract your talons, little raptor.” He laughed. “I was only trying to save you the embarrassment of puking in front of me.”

She didn’t respond, other than slowing down slightly. As she ate, Lycus sifted through his memories, trying to decide what he could tell her without compromising the inquest.
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A month ago, he was summoned to the council hall where Lord Aylmer and Sir Gerard sat at the round table with Lord Mormont, the Captain of the Noble Guard, Sir Brighton, Captain of the City Watch  and, Lord Vargus, the Chief Informer.

“So, it is true, then?” Lord Aylmer had asked with a nervous tremor in his voice.

“I’m afraid so,” Lord Vargus had replied in an overly-tragic tone that told Lycus that he wasn’t afraid or disappointed at all.

Vargus lived for courtly intrigue. That was why he had this job.

Sir Gerard’s face went red with fury. “How could you have betrothed me to his daughter, Father? When we arrest him for treason, I’ll never be able to save face.”

Alymer reddened as well. “There’s no way we could have foreseen that Lord Cregan would have betrayed the realm. Especially not in that way. We still don’t know why he did it,” he turned to Lord Vargus. “Do we?”

“I’m afraid not, my lord, but given enough time, we will ferret out the motive of his betrayal to his nation…and to the King.”

“Who cares why he did it?” Gerard snarled. “Arrest him now! Take his head off and be done with it.”

Lord Aylmer shook his head. “I appreciate your patriotism, my son, but we must follow the law. First, the traitor must be imprisoned to keep him from enacting further harm, then we must arrange an inquest, not only to rule out the slight chance that Cregan Goshawk was framed, but also to find out how many more conspirators were involved. There’s never just one.”

Instead of being placated by his father’s words, Gerard’s frown deepened. “The longer we leave Cregan alive, the weaker we look. Send me and a contingent of men to Raptor’s Roost. I’ll arrest his household and give him a trial by combat.”

Lycus resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Defeating a cripple would make Gerard look like the weak one.

Lord Aylmer raised another salient point. “We’re not going to risk losing time and warriors to a possible siege. Instead, we will summon Cregan Goshawk and his household here. My invitation will imply that we’re to announce your betrothal to his daughter and celebrate with feasts, a ball, and a tourney. He’s sure to bring his household then and Vargus’s spy will make note of who he leaves at the estate and why. Once the Goshawk family and retainers arrive, we’ll take them all into custody. Then you will take some men to seize Raptor’s Roost and question the steward.” At last, Lycus’s presence was explained and acknowledged. “Our Wolf will sniff out any remaining plotters.”

Lycus felt a measure of relief that he wouldn’t be tasked with the role of torturing Cregan Goshawk. Although he’d tortured prisoners before, most had been people he didn’t know. And while he hadn’t officially met Cregan Goshawk, he had met his daughter the day Mephistopheles had attacked. Like all women, she’d been terrified of him. Unlike other women, however, she’d argued with him and convinced him to deviate slightly from his orders.

Lord Gerard had been furious until both his father and his brother pointed out the wisdom in taking a healer of her rank to the hospital.

Remembering that terrible day, he wondered, where had her father gone?

When all the non-fighters were lined up to evacuate to safety, he’d seen Lord Cregan dash off in the opposite direction with Lady Kestrel’s tutor at his side. In the midst of the chaos and Lycus’s impatience to finish the task of escorting Lord Gerard’s bride-to-be to safety so he could get back to the battlefield and kill as many of the Evil One’s men as possible, he hadn’t thought much about it. 

But now?

“Not the Wolf,” Gerard argued with his father. “I have a better idea of how to utilize him. I’d rather take Lord Mormont, if you’ll permit it.”

Lycus gritted his teeth. Perhaps he would end up torturing the little raptor’s papa after all. If so, he would demand extra pay, for this was obviously a serious job.

Previous Lords of Wurrakia had been quick to declare treason to any courtier, knight, or noble they didn’t like, but Lord Aylmer, despite his many flaws, did not use the word lightly.

The Noble Council continued their strategizing, deciding to have the Goshawks come to the capital in one month. Lord Vargus would use that time to make use of his network of spies and surveil him to see if Lord Cregan was working on a second plot.

Over the course of the discussion, Lycus put the pieces together and discerned what crime Lord Cregan would be charged with.

It was a betrayal so heinous that, for the first time in his adult life, Lycus was surprised that someone could be capable of such evil.

At least it made the notion of torturing the man less loathsome. In fact, he may even enjoy it.

However, while Lord Aylmer granted Gerard’s request to take Mormont instead, he also declared that he had other plans than torture for the questioning—at least for now. Lycus was then commanded to join the Noble Guard and some members of the city watch for the actual arrest.

The council meeting adjourned, but late in the night, a messenger arrived at his quarters with a note from Lord Aylmer instructing him to stay close to Gerard and Mormont when the Goshawk household arrived to prevent Lord Cregan from being killed on the spot.

Lycus chuckled bitterly. So Lord Aylmer was aware of how unstable his heir was after all.

He was grateful that His Lordship was only in his early fifties and in good health. Because when the time came for Gerard to wear the coronet of Lord Paramount, Wurrakia would suffer until either another civil war erupted or King Zareth would be forced to intervene.

And if Lycus wasn’t yet able to retire, he’d be one of the fists wielding the club of tyranny.

For the second or third time in his life, the thought of leaving Wurrakia flitted through his mind. As always, Lycus shoved it back. While he hated so many things about this place, he knew he’d be even more unwelcome in any other country in Aisthanesthai. Most of them valued magic first, the arts second, and merchants third.

The only other lands who valued skills in combat were Shellandria, where humans typically weren’t welcome, the nations of Shyr, across the Sunrise Sea, who’d frown upon his large form, round eyes, and style of fighting that they found ungraceful, or Tolonqua, which was not only too close to home, but also would likely land him an arrow in the throat the moment he crossed their border. Same for Laran.

He’d ridden alongside his countrymen to raid and attack those neighbors whenever the current lord of Wurrakia decided they needed to hone their fighting skills against someone other than each other—as well as the rare chance that the new King of Aisthanesthai turned a blind eye to them expanding their territory through conquest.

Less than two years ago, Lord Aylmer quickly learned that King Zareth would not brook any invasions on Wurrakia’s neighbors. 

Before he was crowned, and Aylmer had pledged his loyalty to the Winter Prince, they’d run a second raid on Laran only to be met with the Lord of Storm and Shadow as well as a Tolonquan army. Lycus had barely gotten out alive with twenty other survivors. The rest fell to Zareth’s lighting, Tolonquan arrows and spears, and Laranese axes.

He’d already begun to question the alliance with the Winter Prince with the deal Lord Aylmer had made to bring him all the prisoners they took in battles. This defeat only amplified his concern.

Many other lords agreed, but Aylmer remained unmoved, declaring that it would be dishonorable to turn their cloaks. He once more argued that Stefan was more civilized, more in tune with Wurrakia’s values than the reclusive Zareth who left the ruling of his country, Raijin to his seneschal while working dark magics in his tower.

But the Lord of Storm and Shadow had emerged from said tower, found the Lioness of Light who was prophesied to bring back the sun and crown the next king, married her, and was by then touring the world, gaining allies with every country he visited. He was as good as king by then.

Lycus knew the real reason the Lord of Wurrakia remained committed to the Winter Prince.

Stefan had Aylmer’s youngest son. Artavian was allegedly chosen to be his apprentice, but the whole kingdom had to know by now then young male healer was truly a hostage.

After Xochitl fulfilled the Lioness of Light part of the Prophecy, calling the sun back with her voice and ending four years of darkness, she then killed the Winter Prince and crowned the Lord of Storm and Shadow.

Nearly every Wurrak citizen had been there for that moment. Even Lycus had a moment of terror at falling to either Zareth’s deadly lightning, or fire from the dragons who’d flown overhead to bear witness.

Yet the new king had been occupied with his new queen, who’d fallen unconscious the moment she’d done what a luminite should never have been able to do. Lord Aylmer had taken advantage of the distraction and ordered a hasty retreat.

And now, while Boreaus, the country that had been ruled by the late Winter Prince, was made up of warriors similar to Wurrakia, they were currently occupied by the King’s fighters and mages, who were still sniffing out traitors and restructuring the government to ensure that the next ruler would be loyal to Zareth. So if a Wurrak warrior like Lycus migrated there, he’d be seen with utmost suspicion.

Therefore, he was stuck here, which meant he had no choice but to continue to serve his lord and his country.

Allying with the Winter Prince had been Lord Aylmer’s and, consequently, all of Wurrakia’s grave mistake, but what Lord Cregan Goshawk had done was far worse.

So on the day that the Goshawk retinue arrived, waving their banners, Lycus was there.

The sight of Lord Cregan’s smug smile, his confidence that not only had he gotten away with his betrayal, made Lycus’s hands clench into fists. Lady Kestrel, on the other hand, with her lithe form quivering with excitement and the almost childlike adoration in her azure eyes when she looked at Sir Gerald, made Lycus’s stomach sink.

 On the steps to the palace, with courtiers and villagers watching, Lord Aylmer cleared his throat. “Lord Cregan Goshawk, you’re under arrest for high treason. You, your daughter, and your attendants will be taken into custody for questioning.”

As he gestured for the Noble Guard and city watch to seize them, Lord Cregan reddened and spluttered, but thankfully didn’t put up a fight.

Lady Kestrel’s face had gone chalk-white and she reached out to Gerard to rescue her. Her lips moved soundlessly as she struggled to find the words for her plea.

Her hand barely grazed his arm and he jerked away from her in naked revulsion. “Get your filthy traitor’s hands off of me, wench.”

Kestrel flinched as if slapped. Since the members of the guard who hadn’t yet seized any of the Goshawk retainer were milling around Kestrel as if hesitant to touch her, and Gerard didn’t look as if he was going to try to kill Lord Cregan, Lycus took the initiative and gently grasped Kestrel’s wrist.

She looked up at him with sheer terror in her eyes, screamed, and tried to pull away.

Gerard laughed cruelly at her fright. “Take her down to the dungeons, Wolf.” To Kestrel, he added, “If you don’t cooperate with His Lordship and me, I’ll give you to him.”

Lycus bit back a sigh at that threat, glanced at Lord Aylmer for confirmation, and received a reluctant nod. If he contradicted his heir in public, he would look weak.

Aylmer’s jaw firmed before his voice boomed out so their audience could hear. “Take Lord Cregan into the east block of cells. I want them separated to ensure further conspiring cannot be done. The tutor can go to the south block, and Goshawk’s guard to the west.”

Lycus pulled the sobbing Kestrel forward, but then her legs gave out and she fell to her knees. Not knowing what else to do, he grabbed her by the waist and flipped her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

The crowd cheered and Gerard laughed gleefully.

But as the laughter died down, the murmurs resumed, all wanting to know what treason the Goshawks had committed.

Lord Aylmer had intentionally left that unanswered until the inquest began.
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Kestrel Goshawk’s voice brought Lycus back to the present. “I’ve eaten half the meal. Now please, fulfil your end of the bargain and tell me: of what treason has my father been accused?”

He turned back to face her, surprised when she didn’t immediately avert her eyes. Though her effort to maintain eye contact with him showed in the fine tremor of her narrow shoulders.

After careful consideration as well as the fact that the little raptor was locked in a cage far from any potential co-conspirators, Lycus saw no harm in answering the question.

“You recall the day Mephistopheles attacked us?” When she nodded, he continued. “Your father conspired to make that happen.”

 

cover.jpeg





images/image.png










images/image-1.png





