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    STAR CROSSED


    A northern princess captured by pirates is sold into slavery and gifted as dowry to the cruel father of a prince betrothed to a woman he despises. So is the lot of Oona, the Swan, an exceptional singer and dancer, stolen from her father's ship along with her sister, the Dove. Of all the horrors that awaits them, including training to be pleasure women for the brutal king, Oona never would have believed his son, Asad, the lion, Prince Black Mane of the Southern Great Valleys, would capture her heart. Any contact or familiarity between her and the prince with the glowing amber eyes, guarantees a flaying, if not death, and Oona, grief stricken over the prospect of never again seeing the prince for whom she has fallen, must get her sister home, or the delicate Dove will surely perish at the hands of the despicable king.
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  THE LION AND THE SWAN


  CHAPTER 1

Summer’s Eve

Summer’s Eve had a full moon rising, the weight of its portent and import hung from Asad’s shoulders with the heft of an anvil stone, cinching the richly embroidered hems of his robe tight as a noose around his neck. He tugged at the constricting garment and surveyed the torch-lit courtyard filled with the royalty of the Seven Tribes, marking a path through the tables that would get him to the inner wall. A wall he could scale with one leap. But it may as well have been a thousand-foot cliff of sheer rock for all the escape it would offer.

“What ails you, Black Mane?” his brother, the Cheetah, asked as Asad pulled harder at his robe.

“My betrothal nears,” Asad said with a low growl, “and I can see no way free of it.” He glanced back over his shoulder at the women’s table and eyed the Fox, his intended, who wore a gown of russet weave that pushed her fleshy breasts up to almost spilling out of the tight, low-cut bodice. The last time he had seen her, she had been a girl of ten and five who had liked her sweets as much as she disliked the word no, and by the way she had indulged in the honeyed dates that were the last of the seven-course feast, she had not changed much in the three years since.

Her father, the Jackal, King of the City of Walls, host of this meeting, had not sought a marriage bargain for his daughter during their last meeting, though she had been of age. No, the Jackal had held his eldest daughter close and waited until Asad came of age. She would be Asad’s first wife, and her marriage to the Black Mane, eldest son of the Panther, King of the Great Valley, would mean that she would one day be queen, the idea of which had set a frown between the brows of his mother, the current queen, for many moons now.

“Duty and honor to family and kingdom,” Asad said as much to himself as to his brother, “all require that I sit here like a sacrificial goat and let myself be bound and caged.”

“At least the Fox will be your first wife of seven,” the Cheetah offered with his cursed calm.

Asad fixed his brother, second eldest and second in line for the throne, with a baleful glare. Though they had different mothers, they were the Panther’s sons, and their father would choose their wives for his own purposes, without any consideration for their wishes. It was how it was done. How it had always been done. It was the tradition of the Seven Tribes. And it had ensured his parents as miserable a marriage as Asad expected to have with the Fox.

“How do you see six more wives chosen by our father as any recompense?” he grumbled, for as long as his father was king, he would choose his sons’ brides, and the Panther was still hale and hearty at forty and five years of age.

The Cheetah looked out over the courtyard at the royal blooded women of the Seven Tribes, the only women they, as princes, could marry.

“Surely,” he said, “there is at least one woman here whom you would be satisfied to marry?”

Asad huffed and then cocked his head. There was a rustling beyond the path that led from the stage of polished sandstone into the dark shadows of the garden. The still air moved, and he caught the sweet scent of night-blooming jasmine. He sat forward on his haunches as the Jackal, a thin, balding man with a nervous twitch of a smile, stood from his stool at the king’s table and held his cup high. The Jackal had threatened his household with beatings if the secret of his dowry gift was revealed to the Panther before this evening, but Asad’s manservant, the Crab, knew every servant in every palace of the Seven Tribes, and had the entire story before sunset, though they had only arrived that noon.

The gift, the first and most valuable of seven to be given, were two sisters from the far north called the Swan and the Dove, whose pale, otherworldly beauty left the menservants speechless, the maids jealous, and the women of the household sour with envy, especially the Fox of the Swan.

The sisters had tried to escape twice already, and had made it as far as the city’s third wall the first time, and the stables the second, after which they had both been thrown into hot holes. They had been sentenced to three days in the deep pits dug into the ground and covered with tightly slatted palm fronds that could sweat the water out of a full-grown man in five days, but the Swan had become ill in two and the Jackal had been forced to pull her out or lose her. Tonight, she would sing and dance for the gathering, and her sister, the Dove, would play the harp and sing. Then they would be given by the Jackal to the Panther as dowry for the Fox’s betrothal to the Black Mane: eldest son to eldest daughter, as was tradition.

“Welcome, friends,” the Jackal said, his tongue darting out and sweeping across his thin lips. “Welcome to my home on this Summer’s Eve.” Claps and loud murmurs broke out all around the courtyard and the Jackal raised his cup higher. “I am honored to host this, the hundredth gathering of the tribes. For the next twenty and one days my home is yours.” His lips twitched up and he licked them again before nodding to the Panther. “And now, my honored guests, I bring to you the Swan and the Dove.”

A bare foot, as white as milk, arched out of the garden’s shadows and stepped onto the torch-lit path, the trim ankle turned just so, the calf long and leanly muscled, the knee as well turned as the ankle. Asad sucked in his breath as shimmering panels of white weave parted from a thigh as long and lean as an alabaster column. He let his breath out slow and measured, watching the graceful sway of shapely hips that nipped up to a slim waist draped with a finely wrought gold chain. A sheer bodice gathered beneath breasts as round and firm as pomegranates, and collarbones of chiseled ivory winged out from the one-shouldered gown to arms as long and lean as the legs they swung in time with.

A veil of hair as pale as moonlight framed high, angular cheeks, and finely drawn brows, a darker shade of pale, arched over eyes as big and round as mossy river rocks. Eyes that met his and held, and studied him as keenly as he studied her.
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Oona had seen a lion once before in the marketplace at the slave port where she and her sister, Lyrra, had been tied to a stake no more than ten paces from the caged beast, all of them for sale to the highest bidder. For three days Oona had observed the lion pacing the confines of his hated cage, his powerful muscles coiled and bunched beneath his taut hide, his ears upright and tail twitching. His golden eyes aware, alert and wary, the threat of unleashed power unmistakable in their amber depths. The eyes she stared into now were equally alert and wary, and watched her as intently as the lion’s had. These eyes could only belong to the Black Mane, the Panther’s eldest son, and the Fox’s intended.

Even if his eyes had not given him away, his mane of black hair surely would have. Neither oiled or curled, it hung in thick waves as black as pitch down to his shoulders, his short beard and thick brows the same ebon hue against his tawny skin. His forehead was high, his nose broad, and his mouth full, and he wore a finely woven robe of black linen, its hems embroidered with worm weave threads of black, red, and gold that tapered down from wide shoulders to his belted waist. His only ornamentation: a gold wrist cuff on his left arm. But his eyes called to her, and Oona’s gaze returned to them as she stopped and stood no more than five paces from him on legs as sturdy as wet sea grass. Eyes that burned.

Those amber eyes never left hers as servants brought out Lyrra’s harp and a stool, setting them in the middle of the sandstone stage. Eyes that neither censured or shamed her as any other man’s in this desert land would have done, for here she was a woman and a slave, unworthy of holding a man’s gaze, much less a prince’s.

Lyrra sat on the stool and pulled her harp close whilst Oona stood with her hands clasped before her, a hundred pair of dark, curious eyes crawling over her.

“Sing.” The Jackal clapped his hands loudly twice, and Oona jumped back half a step. “Dance.”

Oona dipped a knee to the Jackal, her current master. Taking a deep breath in and blowing it out, she gave in to the inevitable and looked to the Jackal’s right at the man she knew would be the Panther, who was soon to be her new master. She met his hooded gaze for no more than a breath before dropping hers, but it was enough.

If, as their grandfather had often said, Lyrra’s gift was the ability to listen to a person, to hear if they spoke the truth or lied, if they were crying behind their laughter, or laughing behind their tears, then Oona’s was the gift of sight. She could look a person in the eye and know if they were true or false, cruel or kind, and the Panther was a hard man who kept his intentions hidden behind hooded lids.

He was a man large in height and girth and importance among the Seven Tribes, and his import, and the wealth of his city, were why the Jackal wanted his daughter to marry the Black Mane, and why Oona the Swan, and Lyrra the Dove, were to impress the Panther this night, or be thrown back into the hole.

Oona shuddered at the thought of spending another moment in the close, fetid air of the hot hole, its earthen walls etched in dried blood where others had tried to claw their way out. A fine sheen of sweat beaded on her nose. She swiped it off with her fingers, straightened her spine, blew out her breath, and lifted her chin to face the crowd, only to find the Black Mane’s keen eyes still watching hers.

“We sing ‘Sailor’s Tale.’” She spoke in the desert tongue to the lion’s eyes, and he dipped his head once, almost imperceptibly, but Oona saw.

Lyrra began to pluck Nightingale, the harp their grandfather had made for her tenth birthday, to play their father’s favorite song to a desert people who held his daughters captive a thousand leagues from their home. She and Oona sang in a mix of desert and highland tongues, telling the tale of the sailor who left his wife and young sons to sail for faraway lands, searching for great wealth and adventures.

They sang of the sea’s vastness, of its changing hues and moods, and Oona began to sway her body as if to the surging movement of a ship’s deck. They sang of the kings the sailor met, the storms he braved, the monsters he fought, and Oona glanced at the Fox, her own personal monster in this cursed desert city, wishing she could fight her without the threat of the infernal hot hole.

As if feeling Oona’s gaze on her, the Fox stopped yapping into another young woman’s ear and turned her pointy nose up and at Oona, who quickly dropped her eyes and lost her place in the song. When she looked up again, it was to the Black Mane’s cocked head and steady gaze. Lyrra had slowed the rhythm of her strumming and her singing, giving Oona a chance to rejoin her, and as they sang of the sailor finding his treasure, she took in the young man sitting beside the Black Mane, who would be the Cheetah, the Panther’s second son. Built straight up and down with long, light brown hair, quick brown eyes, and an even quicker smile, he was tapping his foot along to the song, his dreamy gaze fixed on Lyrra.

Lifting her eyes to the North Star, Oona sang of the sailor turning his ship back toward his home at last, of him sighting his home shore, his homecoming with his wife, gray-haired and wizened with twenty years of watching and waiting for him: ever hopeful, ever faithful. Oona silently vowed for the hundredth time since they had been captured that she would get Lyrra home again, safe in the fold of their family.

She sang this vow to Lyrra in their highland tongue as her sister played the last lingering notes, and Lyrra gave a faint smile, her forehead pressed into Nightingale’s carved frame as the music faded into the night.

The gathering of dark-eyed, dark-haired desert people burst into applause, and Oona stepped over to Lyrra and took her by the hand and pulled her to her feet. They bent their knees to the king’s table.

“A reel,” the Jackal called out, and Oona groaned as she and Lyrra took their places.

She had tried to explain to the Jackal time and again that a reel was to be worked up to. That Lyrra’s fingers, nimble as they were, needed to warm up to playing such a fast-paced tune, that Oona’s legs needed to work up to such a vigorous dance, but the Jackal never listened. They were women, slaves, chattel, he did not care about their fingers or legs, other than that they do what he wanted, when he wanted, and he wanted a reel. He always wanted a reel.

Lyrra plucked Nightingale’s strings to the tune of the “Cat’s Cradle,” a simple reel they had learned as children, faster and faster as Oona tapped and kicked and jumped and twirled, the gathering clapping their hands and bobbing their heads in time to the music much as their own clansmen had done at many a feast when the sisters had played and danced for them. And as with their clansmen, most of the men and many of the women had their gazes fixed on Oona’s bouncing breasts and kicking legs, but not the Black Mane. His amber eyes were on hers every time she looked his way, which was more often than she should have done, and not half as often as she wanted. Lyrra plucked the last warning notes and Oona slammed a foot down, arms akimbo and chest heaving as the music stopped and the clapping grew louder.

“A wedding song,” a woman’s voice called out.

The Raven, the Jackal’s first wife and mother of the Fox, whose daughter was much like her in looks and temper. Oona dipped her head to the Raven and flashed a sympathetic smile at the Black Mane, who sat back slightly, his shoulders stiff and the line of his full mouth grim.

“Rithill Aill,” she said to Lyrra.

“Welcome, gentlemen,” they sang in the desert tongue.

“Welcome, and here’s a health to you,

Tonight, there will be a wedding,

Tonight, she will be a maidservant,

The soldier is my darling.”

They sang it again in their highland tongue, and then again, Oona jumping in two lines behind Lyrra. They sang it three more times, one behind the other, and ended it together on the last verse. The crowd clapped, the Fox preened, and the Black Mane sat still as stone.

“Have you a request, Prince Black Mane?” the Fox asked, and Oona swore he grimaced before he grinned, showing straight, white teeth.

“A love song,” he said. He spoke directly to Oona, and his voice, deep and low in timbre, resonated in her bones.

“‘Somebody,’” Oona said without conscious thought, her voice more husky even than usual. “I will sing ‘Somebody.’”

It was a song Oona had sung skipping across the open fields of her homeland, dreaming girlish dreams of beautiful maids and handsome heroes. A song she had never before sung to any man other than her father and grandfather. Why she chose to sing it now to the Black Mane, a man she had never seen before this day or spoken a word to before this night, she could not have said. But sing to him she did.

“My heart is sore,” she sang in his desert tongue.

“I dare not tell,

My heart is sore for Somebody,

I would walk a winter’s night

All for a sight of Somebody.

 

If Somebody were come again

Then one day he must cross the main,

And everyone will get his own

And I will see my Somebody.

 

Ohh, hey, for Somebody

Oh, ooh, hey, for Somebody,

Oh, I would do, would I do not

All for the sake of Somebody.

 

Why need I comb my tresses bright,

Oh, why should fire or candlelight

Shine in my bower day or night

Since gone is my dear Somebody.

 

Oh, I have wept many a day

For one that’s banished far away,

I cannot sing and must not say

How sore I grieve for Somebody.

 

Ohh, hey, for Somebody,

Oh, ooh, hey, for Somebody

I would do, would I do not

All for the sake of Somebody.”

 

The last strains of the harp’s melancholy tune floated through the air as Oona fought to keep from tumbling forward into the pull of the Black Mane’s eyes, and then the sound of clapping filled the courtyard and Oona blinked.

“Sing a telling song,” the Cheetah said.

Oona tore her eyes from the Black Mane’s smoldering gaze and smoothed her skirt. She dipped her knee to the Cheetah, who was watching Lyrra.

“The Spring Maid, the Sun God, and the Lord of Winter,” she said in the desert tongue.

She stepped back and the Cheetah sat forward as Lyrra set Nightingale to the side and took center stage, kneeling down and tucking into a ball. Lyrra began to sing, her voice thin and reedy at first, growing stronger as she slowly unfolded and stood, a crocus pushing up through the snow of late winter.

She unfurled one arm and then the other as her voice rose, her gaze, her arms reaching up to the sky, which was Oona’s cue. She set one foot onto the stage and then jutted her head out over it, looking this way and that, and then shuffled her other foot forward, hunching her back and singing in a low, guttural growl. She stopped as she spied Lyrra, the Spring Maid, singing to the sky, the birds, the first brave sprouts to seek life above the frozen ground, and she held her arms out with clawed fingers as she clomped over to the Spring Maid and enveloped her in the Lord of Winter’s icy hold.

The Cheetah sat on his hands as the Lord of Winter blew and moaned over the frozen Spring Maid, and Lyrra curled back into her frozen ball as Oona swirled off the stage. Unfurling her clawed fists and straightening her hunched back, Oona strode back on, one sure, regal foot at a time, her spine upright, her shoulders squared, her voice full and strong. The Sun God striding onto the snow-covered meadow and singing life back into the earth with his warming breath. The Sun God spied the frozen body of the Spring Maid and went to her and stood over her, reveling in her frail beauty and singing to the heavens of light and warmth, and rebirth.

The Spring Maid slowly thawed, stirred, and began to arise, her smile reflecting the sun’s light, her voice the new life stirring within her, and Oona glanced at the Cheetah, whose smile was as bright as Lyrra’s. The Sun God held his arm out to the Spring Maid, who stepped into its fold, and they stood together facing the rapt audience and held their arms out to them, singing of the fruitful bounty of their union.

“A reel,” the Panther demanded before the clapping even slowed, his voice low and gruff. Beside Oona, Lyrra flinched. “And make it a fast one.”

Oona tapped toe to heel to the quickening beat of the harp, and the sea of brown heads began to bob along. She kicked her legs up and out and down, and the heads followed and hands began to clap. The Black Mane was not watching Oona for the first time since she had stepped out of the garden’s shadows. He was watching the Panther and the Jackal, who were grinning and slapping each other on the back, the sign of a bargain sealed. His betrothal to the Fox was about to be announced, and she and Lyrra to be gifted to the Panther.

The music quickened and Oona leapt and whirled to the dizzying beat, her head spinning even faster than her body. All she could see in her mind’s eye was the Panther on top of Lyrra as Oona had seen Beorne, a neighboring chieftain, on top of Igrid the night of the Rowan Feast, the same night he had offered for Oona’s hand in marriage. It had not seemed to Oona a pleasurable experience for Igrid, Beorne’s bare, hairy backside thrusting away at her, her hands gripping his sides as he grunted and panted, not even his tunic between her backside and the cold, barren ground, her eyes pinched as tight as her fingers.

Because Oona had refused Beorne, because she would not be ploughed like a field at her husband’s command, she and Lyrra had sailed away with their father across the Mid Earth Sea to trade for spices and worm weave in lands far east, and it had been wonderful out on the open sea, until the pirates attacked. The last time Oona and Lyrra had seen their father, he was lashed to the mast of what had been his ship alongside three of his crew, his head hanging slack-jawed, his face and body beaten black and blue and bloody. Oona and Lyrra had been taken prisoners and held in the belly of the pirate’s ship for four days before being tied to the post next to the lion in the portside market, where they had been sold to the Jackal. It was Oona’s fault they were in this mess. It was because she would not marry and do her duty to the clan that she and Lyrra were now slaves, about to be given from one man to yet another. It would be up to her to get them out of it.

She glanced at Lyrra, her forehead pressed into Nightingale’s frame. She looked at the Cheetah, who sat smiling content as a cat basking near a fire on a winter’s night as he watched Lyrra’s fingers fly over the harp’s strings, and a thought flew into Oona’s spinning head, half formed and fully mad. The last note of the reel played out and she set her heel to ground and sucked in air as much to steady her resolve as her body. Claps and whistles filled the courtyard as she took Lyrra by the hand and pulled her up to stand.

“Come with me,” she whispered to Lyrra, “and say nothing, do nothing but smile at the Cheetah.”

“Who is the Cheetah?”

Oona dipped her chin. “There, the brown-haired son sitting beside his black-maned brother.” With the amber lion’s eyes.

Clasping Lyrra’s hand, Oona took in a deep breath and slowly blew it out.

She looked directly at the Black Mane, and she spoke directly to him. “I, Swan, be Oona, daughter to Aaron, granddaughter to Olwain, chieftain, king of clan Macleod.” Oona dipped her knee to the Cheetah, and spoke to the Cheetah. “She, Dove, be Lyrra.” She glanced from brother to brother as they both listened intently. “In my land we be princess. I eldest daughter, Dove be second daughter.” The Black Mane cocked his head to one side and the Cheetah to the other.

Oona closed her eyes and took in one long, steadying breath. She opened her eyes and met and held the Black Mane’s keen gaze. “I propose marriage. Marriage between Black Mane and Swan, Cheetah and Dove, eldest to eldest, second to second.”


  CHAPTER 2

Proposals

Only a lifetime of princely training kept Asad from dropping his jaw to the ground. All around him outraged shouts and hissing whispers turned into a stunned, waiting silence, yet none looked more stunned than the Swan herself. She was no fool. One look into her big, round eyes that seemed to look right through a man had told him as much. And she had learned the desert tongue in three moons and spoke it surprisingly well in that enchanting voice of smoked honey. Surely, she had learned of the tribe’s traditions too, traditions that forbade a prince of the Seven Tribes from marrying any but a princess of the tribes, traditions that could leave her back flayed open for speaking to him unasked, much less for proposing marriage to him. So why had she?

Her gaze flicked over to the kings’ table and she wrapped a protective arm around the Dove’s waist and pulled her closer. She glanced at the Cheetah, who sat forward on his stool, his intent gaze fixed on the Dove, who had buried her face into her sister’s shoulder. Ah.

Asad stood and a collective gasp filled the courtyard. The Swan’s chin lifted and her gaze never wavered from his.

“You tell the truth?” he asked. He knew it was impossible, what she had proposed, but still it intrigued him. She intrigued him. “You are who you say?”

“Aye, I speak truth to you, only truth to you, Prince Black Mane,” she said with a solemn dip of her head. “Always, this I vow.”

As prince of the Great Valley, lies both large and small were a part of Asad’s daily life, and her simple vow lodged somewhere deep in his chest. He growled, silently cursing the gods, the tribes, his father, for truth be told, given the choice he would gladly accept the Swan’s bold proposal, and not only to escape marrying the Fox. But the choice was not his.

He held her watching waiting gaze a long moment, letting his own tell her what his next words would not. Her chest rose and fell, as did the corners of her rose hued lips.

“Father.” The Fox’s screech rent the night, rousing the stunned crowd to grumbling whispers. “Do something.”

“You insolent whore of a slave.” The Jackal jumped up and jabbed his finger toward the Swan. “How dare you speak so to a prince of the Seven Tribes. It is an insult for which you will pay.”

The Swan stood her ground, hugging the Dove even tighter. “My prince?” she entreated Asad, her voice quaking. Desperate.

“Your prince?” The Panther shot up, snarling at Oona. “My son and heir, my prince, will not answer you, slave.” He bristled to his full height and breadth, facing Asad. “Duty, tradition, your father, all demand it.”

Asad swallowed a roar. “I know full well my duties as a prince of the tribes, Father,” he ground out. “They have been ingrained into me since birth.”

The Panther huffed. “See you hold to them then.”

Asad leveled his gaze. “When have I not.” He turned away from the Panther, neither waiting nor expecting an answer. Turning his back on his king in such a public manner was not considered good, princely manners, but slamming his fist into his father’s face would be so much worse. Clenching his balled hands at his sides, Asad met the Swan’s wide-eyed gaze.

“As you have vowed to me, I vow to you, Oona the Swan, to speak only the truth,” he said loudly and clearly enough for all to hear. “And though your proposal does intrigue me, it is true that duty, honor, tradition, all forbid such a marriage.”
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“You two are lucky the Panther lashed you only with his words,” the Sparrow, the woman tasked with teaching Oona and Lyrra the ways and language of the Jackal’s tribe, chided them back in their chambers. “Else I’d be peeling the bloody strips of your gowns from your flayed backs right now.”

Oona said nothing as she slipped out of her gown of worm weave and held it out to the Sparrow, her hand shaking.

“And here I was bragging to the Black Mane’s manservant what quick students you two are,” the Sparrow continued her scolding, folding the gown over her arm. “How you had learned our language with such ease in three moons’ time.” She beaded her gaze on Oona’s. “Whatever made you propose such a thing?”

Burning eyes of amber came to Oona, the Cheetah’s easy smile. “I think,” she said, “better wives to princes than slaves to king.”

“Did you truly think you could marry a prince of the Seven Tribes?” the Sparrow tsked. “Did I not teach you better?

“Yes, Sparrow, you did. The fault is no yours, is mine.” Oona glanced at Lyrra, who sat rocking and humming to herself on her sofa, a long, reclining chair that was stuffed and covered with fabric on which a person could sleep or lounge, or entertain on. “I be afraid, Sparrow,” she whispered, “afraid for Dove. She can no be pleasure woman to Panther. It will kill her. He will kill her. I can no do nothing.”

“Well.” The Sparrow dug her hand into the pocket of her skirt and pulled out a vial of brown oil. “If you had waited.”

Oona gasped. “Is Dream Flower?”

The Sparrow grinned. “It is.”

“How you get?” The oil of the Dream Flower was costly, and not easy to come by.

“I am not without some standing and connections in this family, though I be but a second widow to a second son.” The Sparrow tucked the vial back into her pocket. “Now get ready, you two, while I give the guard his midnight libation.”
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Asad crouched on a branch of the ancient cedar that stood sentinel in the middle of the women’s courtyard. He had climbed this tree before with the Cheetah, the summer his brother was ten and Asad ten and four. They had spent entire nights prowling the courtyards of every palace they had stayed in since, and had never once been caught. The Panther had never spoken to them of it, and he would have had he known or even suspected it, for their father was not a subtle man.

Their mothers, on the other hand, knew how to keep a secret. It was understood amongst them that as long as certain lines were not crossed, then they would keep their sons’ nocturnal prowlings secret. As would the Crab, who had informed Asad that the Swan’s window was the fifth one in on the southern wing of the women’s quarters while trying to talk him out of anything and everything that was going through his head regarding the beautiful, otherworldly Swan.

Everything the Crab said to warn Asad off was true, but so was the fire in his belly and the hole in his cheek from chewing on it. He intended to see the Swan again, to talk with her alone and away from prying eyes and ears even though he was beyond certain it would be crossing that unspoken line.

That was why he had neither told the Cheetah of his plan tonight nor asked him along, despite knowing his brother would have leapt at the chance to speak with the Dove. He had been waxing poetic about her melodious voice and hummingbird fingers all the way to the chambers they were sharing, and had fallen into his bed mumbling of the sweet-faced Dove. Once assured that the Cheetah was fast asleep, Asad had donned a short tunic and sandals and jumped over his balcony into the night’s shadows.

The shutters of the sisters’ window were open and the yellow glow of a candle shone low. A guard sat beneath the window, a sword by one side and a horn by the other. The guard lifted a cup to his mouth and drained it, burped, and slumped onto his side, cup still in hand. It was unlikely the guard had been drinking in excess, for the penalty, should he be found out, would be severe. Someone had drugged his drink, and that someone was most likely the Sparrow, who had been the Crab’s source of information regarding the sisters.

Asad settled in to wait. One thing his father had taught him was never to wager against a certainty. And he would wager coin that the sisters would be climbing out of that window some time tonight.

Not more than ten breaths later the light in the window went out and a head covered with a dark scarf poked out of the window, yet even from his perch Asad could discern the pale oval of the Swan’s face. He sat back on his heels as she looked up into the tree. She stared long enough that Asad thought she might have actually seen him with those mossy green eyes that gazed right through a man and into his soul.

But then she ducked back in, and as Asad lifted onto the balls of his feet, a sandaled foot snaked out over the windowsill, followed by a long, lean leg, and then a hip, a shoulder, a covered head. The Swan pushed up off the sill and danced backward on her foot as it hit ground and then swung her other leg out the window and over the slumbering guard’s head. Slim arms handed a pack out to the Swan, and then another, and then the Dove swung out over the guard with both feet and landed next to her sister. They shouldered their packs and looked up into the sky, pointing and whispering before turning north.

Asad jumped down from the tree and the Dove whirled around, followed by the Swan. He held his hand up, palm out, and the Swan’s head tilted. A door slammed, the sisters jumped, the guard snorted, and a light flickered and shone from the open window.

“Swan? Dove?” The Fox’s shrill yap sounded from their chambers, and then a high-pitched giggle. “Oh, they are in soooo much trouble.”

Asad closed the distance between them in an easy lope and stopped at the Swan’s side. She stood her ground, clutching her sister’s hand, her eyes as big as an owl’s. He leaned in closer to the Swan and breathed in the sweet perfume of jasmine. He whispered in her ear. “Do you trust me?”

She blinked once. “I do.”

Asad took her free hand in his. Her fingers were cool, almost cold, and he rubbed his thumb across them. She did not pull away, and he twined his fingers through hers. He had large hands, even for a man, yet her long, slender fingers slid through his and curled up and around them with the ease of a perfect fit. Asad growled low in his chest. The Crab had been more right than he knew, for the Swan was beyond dangerous for Asad.

“Just wait until I tell my father.” The Fox was talking to herself, enjoying herself. “That stork and her sister the crow will be thrown back into the hot holes. Let the Black Mane see her then when she comes out of the pits half dead and smelling of days-old sweat, he will not be so smitten with the whore then.”

The Swan sucked her breath in and let it out in a slow hiss. Asad was not sure if the Dove had even taken a single breath since he dropped out of the cedar tree. He squeezed the Swan’s hand.

“Come with me Swan, Dove,” he said in a low voice. “Have no fear of the Fox.”

He stepped up to the window, the Swan in hand, the Dove clutching onto her sister’s sleeve. He coughed loudly, twice.

The Fox’s pointy nose thrust out the window. “Black Mane? What are you doing out there, in the middle of the night, with the Swan and the Dove?”

“That is my affair.”

“Affair?” The Fox looked down her pinched nose at the sisters. “Once we are married, Black Mane, you will have no need of affairs with the likes of them.”

“Us, married?” Asad cocked his head as if surprised. The Swan’s proposal had caused such an uproar that the Jackal and the Panther had never gotten to the betrothal, postponing Asad’s life sentence, for a day or two anyway. “Are you announcing our marriage for our fathers, before our fathers?” He shook his head at the Fox. “They will be interested to hear this.”

The Fox opened her mouth and squeaked wordlessly.

“But they will not hear it from me,” Asad told her, “nor from you. You will not tell a single soul, or I will tell all how you presumed to know a king’s will.”

The Fox’s face pinched and her body actually twitched as she looked from Asad to the Swan, who stood so still he would have thought her an ethereal vision, but for the cool tenacity of her fingers clasping his.

“I will not tell,” the Fox said at last, dropping her eyes, her face, from his, acting the meek and obedient tribeswoman.

“Good,” Asad said. “Then we have a bargain, which is all our marriage will ever be.” The Fox dropped her head lower and nodded, and the Swan glanced from the Fox’s bowed head to Asad, her mouth slightly open. “Now hasten back to your own rooms,” Asad told the Fox. “And keep to our bargain.”

He waited until he heard the chamber door shut.

“You are safe now, Swan,” Asad assured her. “The Fox will not break our bargain.”

“Fox want marry you so much?”

“She does not care two figs about me. She cares about what I can make her, first wife to a prince, queen to a future king of the Seven Tribes.”

“She is fool.”

“Yes,” Asad agreed, inordinately pleased at the vehemence in the Swan’s tone, “she is.” He stared into the Swan’s big, round, serious eyes, eyes that shone like moonlight over deep water. “But you, my jewel, are not.”
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Oona could not speak, think, or breathe, for the man standing with her in the dark of night, holding her hand in his with his lion eyes staring intently into hers, the Black Mane, had called her his jewel. Not a jewel, his jewel. She sucked in air at last, but still could not speak a single word. The Black Mane chuckled low, and Oona laughed, soft and happy, which she had not done for too many moons.

“Oona.” Lyrra plucked at Oona’s sleeve. “We go back in now.”

Lyrra was right, they should return to their room, but Oona truly did not want to. She did not want to walk away from the Black Mane. She wanted to stay and speak with him once her mind and her tongue found the desert words, to laugh with him more. But Lyrra was right.

She nodded to her sister. “We go, Dove,” she spoke in the desert tongue. “We go,” she told the Black Mane. “We be no more trouble.” She lifted their intertwined hands and laid her other over his. “Thank you, my prince.”

Oona made to pull her hands from his, but he held tighter.

“Will you stay with me, Oona the Swan?” he said. “Will you walk with me and talk with me awhile?”

No man or woman other than Lyrra had called her Oona since the day they had been taken by the pirates, the day they became chattel, property to be bartered and ordered about, until tonight, until the Black Mane.

Lyrra tugged at her sleeve and hissed in her ear in their highland tongue. “Oona, we must go. You canna, sister, you shouldna.”

But Lyrra’s entreaties fell on ears deafened to anything other than the sound of Oona’s name on the Black Mane’s lips.

“Aye, Prince Black Mane,” Oona said. “I walk with you.”

Lyrra gave Oona one last narrow look over her shoulder before climbing back through their window, and Oona half expected her sister to pull the shutters tight and lock them. But Lyrra did not. Nor did she light a candle to disturb the drugged guard’s sleep or the night’s welcoming shadows.

The Black Mane wore a short, one-shouldered tunic of dark linen, and his hair was tied back with a leather strip, emphasizing the line of his high-boned cheeks and square-cut jaw. He wore no adornment, and his waist belt and knife sheath were of plain, dark leather. He was dressed for the dark of night, as was Oona in her plain brown work tunic and scarf. He gripped Oona’s hand tighter and grinned like a lad given the afternoon off from chores to run wild in the fields. “Come, Oona,” he said, tugging gently.

He led her to the huge cedar in the middle of the courtyard.

“You be in tree,” she said.

“I was, and we,” he let go of her hand and jumped up and grabbed a low branch with both hands, then climbed his feet up and swung them over the branch, “will soon be.”

He reached down and held his hand out to Oona. She wrapped both her hands around his wrist, as strong and corded as an anchor rope, and ran her feet up the cedar’s trunk as he pulled her up, lifting her high enough to get her legs up under her onto the branch. She steadied herself with one hand braced against the trunk and the other still gripping the Black Mane’s. She was breathing hard, and not only from the climb.

“There is a higher branch that would give us a better, more hidden seat,” he said, his breathing as rapid as hers.

Oona followed his gaze to the next branch up, as wide and long as a ship’s plank.

“Do you want a pull or a push?” he asked.

Oona let go of his wrist and stood and eyed the branch. “Push.”

He cupped his hands and Oona stepped into them and up as he lifted. She swung a leg up onto the branch and rolled onto her belly and then got her hands and knees under her and looked down at the Black Mane, who was grinning from ear to ear.

“Where I sit?” she asked.

“With your back against the trunk, though I do not think I need worry about you falling off.”

Oona scooted back and tucked her knees tight to her chest to give him room to climb up, and tried to keep her mouth from gaping open as he placed both hands flat on the branch and swung both legs up, landing with his knees bent on the branch. He sat with his legs dangling, and Oona did the same, so that they sat knee to knee, face to face, the only sound in the hush of the tree’s canopy their racing breaths. Oona slowed hers with deep, purposeful breaths and eyed the man sitting across from her in a tree in the middle of the night a thousand leagues from her home.

His shoulders were straight and broad and his bare arms thickly muscled. Oona followed the corded veins of his forearms down to his hands, the broad palms spread out on thighs as thick as oak branches, his long, square-tipped fingers splayed out on his knees. She flexed the fingers of her left hand, the hand he had held, missing the feel of his big, warm, cat’s paw. He was grinning again, his teeth shining even and white against the black of his close-cropped beard, and his eyes glowed like burnt embers.

Oona looked up into the cedar’s canopy before those eyes seared her to the bone. “How many times you climb tree before?” she asked.

“Three or four, though always before with my brother, the Cheetah.”

“Never with girl?” Oona could have bit her tongue as soon as she said it, but he laughed, low and deep.

“No,” he said. “Never before with a girl, though I have climbed other trees with my sister.”

“You have sister?”

“I have one full sister, six half-sisters, and ten half-brothers.”

Oona’s jaw dropped. “I have only one sister, Ly— the Dove,” she said. “But people of my tribe, they have one wife, one husband, at a time.”

“And do they get to choose their one wife or husband themselves?”

“Some do.”

“Could you?”

“No,” Oona said, her cheeks flaming with her shame. “I be like you, my marriage was to be for clan, for tribe. But no like you, I would no marry where I should. I would no stay and do my duty, and now Lyrra, Dove, and I be slaves, our father be…” Oona hung her head and squeezed her eyes tight against the instant welling of hot tears. She had not spilled a single tear since the day her father’s ship had been taken almost four moons ago. She would not cry now.

The Black Mane laid a hand over hers. “You do not have to speak of it, Oona,” he said, the sound of her name, the kindness in his low, resonant voice threatening to break down the dam she had erected against her unshed tears, “if you do not wish to.”

Oona looked up into eyes she had sworn to never lie to, eyes she did not think she could lie to even if she tried.

“I want tell you,” she said, not really understanding why it was important that he hear her story, only knowing that it was.

He scooted closer until their knees touched, and Oona sucked in her breath. He laid his hands over hers, tucking them into his, and Oona let her breath out in a slow, steadying stream.

“I would no stay to marry man I should have,” she told him, “chieftain, king to tribe who trade with ours. All elders want this marriage, all but my grandfather, who would no see me, ahh…” She searched for the word.

“Trapped?” he said, and Oona nodded. They both knew what it was to feel a trap closing in on them. Yet he would stay and face his. Oona had fled from hers.

“My mathair, my mother die last autumn,” she said, her heart tripping over the words she spoke. “My athair, my father say he can no stay where she, her memory, be everywhere, he sail east after winter storms. I beg him take me, no make me marry, and my piuthar, my sister, Dove, she go where we go. If I had stay, marry Beorne, my father would no sail.” Oona closed her eyes to the vision of her father tied to his mast and took a ragged breath. “He be sing at my wedding, no be dead.”

“It is not your fault,” the Black Mane said. “People will do what they will, what they must. Your father sailed away from his grief, and you flew away from your trap.”

“And now I must save sister.”

“From my father?”

Oona held his keen, probing gaze and nodded. The tension between king and prince this night had been obvious, even before her desperate proposal, but the Panther was still the Black Mane’s father.

“My sister,” she tried to explain, “she change, she afraid, not so strong as she was. You father, Panther, he kill her, here.” She pulled a hand from his to touch her forehead and her chest over her heart. “Here.”

“That is why you proposed our marriages?”

“Better wives to princes,” she said, choosing the cold, hard truth of her impulsive decision over reasons she could not explain, even to herself, “than slaves to king.”

The Black Mane removed his remaining hand from hers.

“Eldest to eldest, second to second,” he said.

Oona touched tentative fingers to his.

“I see in Cheetah’s eyes, his smile when he watch Dove. He be kind. I know he no hurt Dove.”

“And when you looked into my eyes?”

Oona stared into burning embers and swallowed her heart. “I see you, Black Mane.”

“Asad,” the Black Mane said, his voice a low, resonate growl. “My name is Asad.”
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Asking the Swan, Oona, to stay with him was not the smartest thing Asad had ever done, but asking her to call him by his given name surely was. Sitting with her in the close quiet of the cedar, breathing in the tantalizing sweet perfume of her, was like dangling a piece of choice meat before a caged lion. Yet the self-inflicted torture was more than worth the trial as she smiled and spoke his name with her voice of smoked honey.

He asked her of her homeland, the Green Isles, and learned she had lived in the far northeast of them, a land of mountains and rivers and forests and lakes, that she lived in a manor house, a palace of wood and stone, with her parents and her grandparents, her mother an only child, Lyrra and Oona the only grandchildren. Her father was a Northman trader from the east who had sailed into their port one summer day, taken one look at their mother, and never left.

“He was spellbound, your father,” Asad said, feeling a kinship with this man he had never met or even heard of before this night.

Oona tilted her head and lifted her brows, and her eyes glistened in the moonlight filtering through the cedar’s canopy. Asad took a slow, deep breath and sat back a little from her. It was either that or fall into those eyes and off the tree.

“You said your father was a king? That you were princesses?”

“I lie, a little.” She gave him a sheepish grin that Asad could have forgiven anything. “My father is no king, but my grandfather, he chieftain, king, our mother princess, so we be princess, yes?”

“Well, as you say, a little lie,” Asad teased. “And it was before you swore to tell me the truth, only the truth, always.”

Asad had knowingly told his first lie at the age of ten, after his father had struck him in a fit of rage. Asad had been trying to protect his mother from his father, and he lied to everyone else afterward for the same reason, blaming his own clumsiness for his blackened eye.

He had lied often to his father since as a matter of survival, and he had learned the necessity of lies both large and small in navigating the public and private worlds of palace life, and he hated the lies. To have this woman who was innocent of all the deceit and lies he had lived with for so long swear to speak the truth to him left him longing for a world free of lies, a world where Asad and Oona could speak to each other openly and freely, where they could be friends or lovers or even man and wife if they so chose.

But that world was a dream world, and they lived in a world where Asad’s wives would be chosen for him, at least until he became king, and Oona could be whipped to death for sitting in this tree with him, staring at him with eyes as deep and reflective as a fathomless pool, the apples of her cheeks rounding under his heated gaze. Raking a hand back through his hair before he did something foolish like reach out and rub the backs of his fingers across her cheek, Asad asked her of the journey she had taken from her world to his.

Her eyes lit up as she told him of sailing through a strait where a mountain of rock jutted out from the north, and a shore of desert sand could be seen to the south and into the Mid Earth Sea.

“I have only been to trading ports on the sea’s shores,” he said. “I have never sailed. What was it like?”

She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath and held it, and then she let it out with a slow smile. “The air smell of salt



























OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
MICHELE JAMES





OEBPS/Images/image.001.jpeg
1 Boroughs

Publishing Group





OEBPS/Images/image.002.png





