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  To my husband

without your love, patience and support

I would have never finished this




Second edition addendum: 

The above still stands true.
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  Content Guidance



Treachery of Ravens is a character-driven adult fantasy with a dash of romance and spice. The characters in this book undergo some extremely traumatic events. I have tried to do my best to prepare a comprehensive list of potential triggers. 

Mental health and illness is an important element of the story. I am not a mental health professional and my book characters do not always handle life in the most healthy manner. Nothing in this book should be consider medical advice. Please reach out for help if you need it and know you are not alone.  




Depictions of: 

Ableism, Addiction, Alcohol consumption, Alcoholism, Amnesia and memory disorders, Animal attack, Animal cruelty and abuse, Animal illness and injury, Anxiety, Anxiety/panic attacks, Arranged, forced and coerced marriage, Blackmail, Bigotry, Blood and gore, Building collapse, Bullying, Captivity and confinement, Cheating, Childbirth, Classism, Death of a partner, Depression, Disownment, Drug use, Drugging, Earthquake, Emotional abuse, Estrangement, Fat phobia and body shaming, Grief and loss depiction, Hostage situation, Human hematophagy, Intrusive thoughts, Involuntary pregnancy, Kidnapping, Knife violence, Medical treatment, Mental health and illness, Miscarriage, Misgendering, Misogyny, Murder and Attempted Murder, Narcissism, Nightmares and Night Terrors, Physical assault , PTSD and C-PTSD, Pregnancy, Rape, Recreational drug use, Scars, Sexism, Sexual Acts (consensual), Sexual assault, Sexual harassment, Substance addiction, Suicidal ideation, Verbal Abuse, Victim blaming, Vomiting




Mentions of: 

Slavery and indentured servitude, Child abuse, Death of a parent/guardian, Hunting, Plague, and Flogging (signs of)




As with many adult fantasy books there is a decent amount of cursing, fisticuffs, and violence. 




A complete list of all known potential triggers can be found on the author’s website.
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I

Part One







  
  
  Stranger in the Storm

  
  




❂❂❂❂❂❂

You never should have left her alone. The thought invaded, twisting through his mind, burrowing deep into the cracks in his heart. 

He tamped down the pain, still fresh after several years. He used the burning heartache to drive him forward, to keep him moving day after day. It threatened to implode within him, but he refused to release it.

She would still be here if you hadn’t gone. The inner voice was poison to his soul.

He tried focusing on studying the small camp. The occupants had discarded their face coverings and were busy preparing supper. The camp hid in the shadow of a tall cliff. Large boulders perched on the rim of the cliff from an earlier rockslide. The few boulders that had plummeted off the edge were being utilized as seats. 

Men and women lounged on the rocks, sharpening weapons, mending clothes, or chatting amicably. Despite their apparent ease in the mountainous surroundings, they all remained armed. He counted at least five swords, two bows, and an overwhelming variety of knives. 

When you went to see your father, what did you expect? His thoughts intruded, muddling his focus.

Pain flared in his heart as he considered the answer. He had told himself his return was to satisfy his mother and calm her worries. He hadn’t seen her or his sister in years at that point. Despite his reservations, Tessa was convinced that reconciliation with his father was possible. Fear kept him from admitting why he returned to the Arbritrem estate. The poisonous desire for his father’s acceptance still haunted him. His return home left him once again torn apart and cast away. He shouldn’t have expected anything different. But that was bearable when he knew Tessa was waiting for him. 

The leader of the bandits began shouting at the youngest member. The lad was only about fourteen. Cyrus’ skin prickled and his mouth went dry as he watched the older man towering over the boy. He clenched a fist, willing away his sympathy for the youngster. There would be no place for sympathy today. He needed answers, and several tips guided him to this riffraff. 

His second lead was just south of this mountain range. He would have time to pursue that later. Several people had spoken of this group of bandits, but only two mentioned the southern lead. This group left no survivors and took in anyone who showed the same ruthlessness.

It had been three years, yet he still felt the sharp sting of losing her as if it were yesterday. He refused to allow her death to go unpunished, swearing to find the person responsible. He had journeyed to every corner of Osmaria since that oath. Yet, he always avoided the Arbritrem estate. 

She was the light to his darkness. The only person who convinced him he could have more than the brokenness his father left as his legacy. 

“You don’t belong here.”

Cyrus didn’t register the voice at first, thinking it was still coming from within his mind. The cold prick of steel against his neck dragged him out of his thoughts and into the present. 

“Don’t fucking move, or do and save me the trouble. Either way, you won’t be leaving here alive,” the man’s hoarse voice commanded. 

Cyrus gritted his teeth as the man grabbed his shoulder and shoved him towards the camp. Nine pairs of hostile eyes rose to examine him as he stumbled down the small incline in the vice-like grip of his captor. His captor kept the steel pressed against Cyrus’ neck. As they approached, the camp bristled with drawn weapons. The young teen stared at him with wide brown eyes, his dagger shaking in his hand. He brushed wavy black hair out of his eyes with his free hand. The boy was too young for this life, but his presence didn’t surprise Cyrus. He understood what it was like to live in desperation. 

A woman with her long brown hair braided tightly in a single plait along her scalp and hanging down her back grabbed Cyrus’ other arm. They hurried him forward into the middle of camp. He had gotten himself out of many tough situations, but his confidence wavered at this moment. The camp was a half’s day ride from the nearest homestead, and even further from a village. If he couldn’t escape and return to his horse, no one would ever find his body. 

The bandit leader sauntered over. Not a hint of mercy shone in his eyes. His black hair was short and his face surprisingly smooth, apart from the few scars that crossed it. Cyrus would’ve mistaken him for a younger man if the light greying along his brow didn’t give away his age. His scowl deepened as he examined Cyrus’ bedraggled state. 

“Looks like we got ourselves a wannabe snitch,” the man sneered. 

Cyrus began protesting, but the woman on his left tightened her grip on the back of his neck. The meaning was unspoken but clear; he was to remain silent. 

The leader continued, “You’re too scrawny to be a woodsman. Too weathered to be from one of the few farms around here. Most definitely not someone of means.” The man chuckled dryly, but the sound made Cyrus’ stomach drop.

The man motioned for someone to remove Cyrus’ sword before speaking again. “Who sent you?” He placed a booted foot on the boulder in front of him, leaning forward casually on his raised knee as he examined his prisoner. 

Cyrus silently thanked the deities that he had the foresight to leave Bellek, his wolf’s head dagger, back with his horse. He hadn’t wanted to offer the temptation of anything valuable in his appearance. Instead, settling for his sword and a simple boot knife, both woefully outside of his grasp at the moment.

The grip on Cyrus’ neck loosened so he could answer. His mind raced, trying to decide how to reply. He wanted to interrogate the group, but he had no leverage to obtain answers. He considered pretending he had meant to approach and join them. Getting involved with bandits, whether or not with ill intentions, wasn’t the brightest plan. Circumstances inhibited him from coming up with a better course of action.

“I’m no snitch. I’m looking for a little extra coin. Thought maybe I could join your crew,” Cyrus blustered through his explanation. Living in the slums with Quincy, he had learned to conceal his aristocratic speech patterns, but he still drew on his upbringing to infuse his words with more confidence than he possessed.

“Well now, that is a different matter.” The man grinned, his unsullied teeth shining in the midday sun. “Unfortunate for you, we’re not hiring.” At a motion of his hand, Cyrus’ original captor punched him in the stomach. 

Cyrus doubled over, almost vomiting. His shoulder slammed the ground as they swiped his legs from underneath him. His head hit a rock, sharp pain blossomed across his skull. He struggled to cling onto consciousness. The sound of heavy feet near his face made him force his eyes open. The leader of the bandits sneered before kicking him again. They hauled him to his knees and dragged him towards the center of camp. The group closed in, blood lust shining in their eyes. His vision blurred, the edges darkening as he struggled.

You never should have left her alone. The bitter voice rang through his pounding head. What did you expect?




❁❁❁❁❁❁

What she wouldn’t give for an ounce of magic if it meant she could disappear from this room. An angry sigh escaped her lips as she changed into the dress her aunt threw over the wooden divider. Once again her aunt was berating her for not meeting expectations.

“After all our discussions. I cannot believe you would further disgrace this household.” Her aunt’s stern voice was harsh in the small room.

“I wasn’t even wearing britches. They’re still skirts,” Elspeth countered, referring to the split skirt her aunt caught her in. 

The discussions, as her aunt called them, were never just that. They were one-sided conversations dominated by her aunt. She possessed a notion that Elspeth must be an example for the young women in Meldorstead. Laurissa Hywel had arrived in Meldorstead after her younger sister, Elspeth’s mother, died. It became her life’s mission to make sure Elspeth learned everything about being a lady.

Elspeth had been born here and never set foot outside the Orsiren Mountains. She wasn’t sure what Aunt Laurissa thought would happen if Elspeth followed all her lessons on proper behavior. At one point, shortly after she turned seventeen, Elspeth suspected they intended to secure her a marriage above her station, but her aunt would have been ecstatic even if she agreed to marry a man from Meldorstead. 

“Elspeth Branwen Cadwgan.” Her aunt began another lecture. 

Before Elspeth started detangling her long hair, she worked the lavender oil into her wavy strands, delaying facing her aunt. She cringed as she tried tuning her out.

“What will people think if they see you riding astride with your skirts around your knees?” On the other side of the divider Aunt Laurissa paced the room.

Elspeth held back her argument that the entire purpose of the split skirt was so she could ride comfortably while covered. At times, Meldorstead’s commitment to tradition was suffocating. In some parts of Osmaria, people had more open-minded views on clothing. 

“I have labored day after day to make sure you behave as a proper lady.” Her aunt’s agitation was common as Elspeth never was able to adhere to her expectations.

She didn’t necessarily mind acting like a lady. She minded the expectation that she couldn’t possibly have plans or dreams of her own. She wasn’t against the idea of learning how to run a household, or spinning, or even marriage. But she wanted to see the world before she made life-altering decisions like who to marry. 

Aunt Laurissa, realizing that she was not triggering any response from Elspeth, let her lecture fade into irritated murmurs. Just outside the window, a raven perched on the tree branch peering at its surroundings. Its feathers were as black as Elspeth’s hair, except for a single small white patch on its crown. It tilted its head, studying her through the glass.

“Aněnke trouble!” A cry cut through her thoughts causing her to drop the brush. It bounced off the windowpane and clattered onto the floor.

“Elspeth! Is everything okay?” Aunt Laurissa’s concerned voice grew closer.

“Fine,” Elspeth replied, stooping to grab the hairbrush. 

She envied the black bird as it launched into the cloudy sky. It could escape whenever it wished. What wonders had it seen in its lifetime? The ocean, cities, deserts, places that Elspeth only heard about in bard’s tales and through the few books she owned. She had never been outside Meldorstead, despite the many times she had begged her father to take her with him.

“You need to be less clumsy,” her aunt chided, moving away from the divider again. 

Elspeth could hear her tidying the desk. She gritted her teeth, trying to quell her annoyance at the intrusion into her personal space. It was no good fighting with her aunt. She had learned taking the lectures in silence was the quickest way to move on with her day. 

Elspeth peered through the window towards the ground, searching for whoever had spoken so clearly it felt like they were standing next to her. Maybe she had been letting her mind wander too far in her efforts to block out her aunt, and the lecture had gotten jumbled as it broke through her subconscious. She didn’t even know what ‘Aněnke’ meant. It was gibberish to her. Elspeth shrugged and pushed the strange incident out of her mind. Her aunt was working herself up again.

“I was speaking to Mrs. Taylor yesterday. Her oldest son is stopping by tomorrow to call on you.” Her aunt’s statement pulled Elspeth back to the conversation. She hurried around the divider, her green eyes flashing.

“You should wear your blue gown tomorrow,” her aunt said as her gaze fell to Elspeth’s waist. “And a corset. I’m sure we can make one of mine work.” Her aunt stoically met her stare. Her tone left no room for argument, but that hadn’t stopped Elspeth before.

“I will not,” Elspeth began.

“You are twenty-one and refuse to attend any of the schools I have offered. You need to think of your future. Jeremiah Taylor will inherit his father’s business. Their family has connections to several southern cities. You could live in comfort.”

Aunt Laurissa may have the best of intentions, but matrimony was not something Elspeth desired right now. Especially not one pushed on her by family. Especially not to Jeremiah Taylor. The young man ogled her like she was a prime piece of meat every time he saw her in the village.

“No,” she said simply, glaring at her aunt. “Does father know of this?” Her aunt wouldn’t meet her gaze. That was all the answer she needed. She groaned as she left her room, descending the narrow stairs into the kitchen.

The house was one of the larger in the village of Meldorstead. In the last decade, her father had established himself in the wool market. He bred his sheep to produce softer and longer fleece. He had thrown himself into the business after her mother passed. His insistence on remaining in the mountain village was the limit to his success. The larger pastures found in the foothills of the mountains would have allowed him to expand his business.

Elspeth’s stepsister glanced up from a chair near the fire where she was spinning wool. Her pale face was flushed pink from the warmth of the fire, as she gave Elspeth a sympathetic smile. Despite being several years younger than Elspeth she was already betrothed after courting her fiance for a year.

Elspeth cringed as her aunt’s voice came from the stairs; the lecture continuing. Her stepmother raised her eyebrows but said nothing as she tended to a pot of stew for dinner. She refused to get involved when Aunt Laurissa was on the warpath.

“Do not walk away from me when we are having a discussion!”

Elspeth spun to face her, trying to rein in her frustration. It would be no good to upset her aunt any further.

“This is it, Elspeth. You will meet with Jeremiah. You will marry or attend the finishing school until we arrange a proper marriage. I will not have you wasting away your life with no purpose,” her aunt said. 

Elspeth felt a snarl reach her lips. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her stepmother’s brow furrow as she started speaking. Elspeth beat her to it.

“No.” She took a deep breath before continuing, “I will meet with Jeremiah tomorrow. Only because I know Father is trying to set up a deal with his family for creating more textiles from our wool. I won’t be entertaining any marriage proposal. Not from him, and not from anyone. I will not be attending any finishing school or be trapped in a loveless marriage arranged by you.” She surprised herself at how unyielding her voice sounded. 

Aunt Laurissa stared at her, an expression of shock on her face. Elspeth felt heat rise along her neck and sounds, voices, crashing in from all sides. She had to leave. She had to get space to breathe. Without another word, she turned and fled out the door.




❁❁❁❁❁❁

The rumble of thunder sent shivers along her spine as it traveled overhead. The air lay heavy over the field like a suffocating blanket. Elspeth stretched her arms above her head. The uneven granite pressed into her back. She tried grounding herself, focusing on the rock beneath her and the approaching storm. Trying to avoid the storm that was already inside her. Ebony hair spread underneath her and outward like rays of sunlight from her head. Her brow tightened, a sign of the agitation still roiling in her core. 

Her aunt’s accusation of her having no purpose stung. The belief her purpose was to wed for money or business relationships infuriated Elspeth. Even her stepsister was being allowed to marry for love, not to improve the family’s wealth. 

Elspeth didn’t oppose marriage, but she needed it to happen on her terms. Before she settled down, she wanted to learn more about herself. There was an entire country she had never seen. She was missing an entire world of experiences the longer she stayed trapped in this small village. Her stepmother told stories of places beyond the mountains from her childhood with a traveling troupe of entertainers. Did she ask for too much by desiring to experience it firsthand?

With a sigh, she rolled onto her stomach and focused past the field at the approaching storm. She gently twirled a fresh sprig of lavender between her fingers. Dark, rolling storm clouds loomed over the village. The birds had gone silent. The only sound was a single obnoxious sheep bleating in the pasture. 

She chewed her bottom lip, a terrible habit her aunt often scolded her for. The anger rose again, this time directed towards her father. Unsure of how to raise a young lady, he left the task to her aunt. Thus giving her a solid investment and power in deciding Elspeth’s future after her mother had passed. 

Her father remarried four years ago. Elspeth was almost an adult by then and her stepmother became a friend instead of a mother figure. Any attempts she made to support Elspeth against her aunt’s plans were instantaneously shot down.

Elspeth glanced up as the sound of hoofbeats came to her on the cool breeze alongside the odor of wildflowers and cedar. They had recently cut the stand of cedar to repair fencing damaged by winter storms. The hoofbeats grew louder. The rider must have the horse at a full gallop.

An overwhelming wave of panic washed over Elspeth, unrelated to what she had been contemplating. It was misplaced in the recent calm she tried encouraging. Panic was not a stranger. She had struggled with anxiety for years. But this feeling held her in place with an edge promising portent change. It prickled deep in her bones, a shift in her world that she could not fully grasp with her senses. She glanced at the edge of the forest, expecting to see someone hurrying home before the storm. 

That’s the only reasonable explanation for hoofbeats, she told herself. 

A second later a horse and rider burst from the undergrowth. She scrambled to her feet with wide eyes, watching them approach. The rider slouched over the neck of the horse. Their arms bounced with each impact of hooves against the earth. Elspeth quickly realized the rider was unconscious and the horse out of control. Two large ravens swooped low ahead of it. The displaced air from their wings buffeted her as they rose above her head and into the sky.

“Aněnke!” a voice yelled into her mind. She took a step back as the force of the word hit her.

Sweat coated the chestnut horse’s sides as it ran across the pasture towards the path heading deeper into the mountains. That mountain trail was ill-suited to a horse, especially one running at full tilt with an unconscious rider on its back. Gathering her skirt, Elspeth leapt from the boulder.

Her path to the trail was significantly shorter than the riders, but the horse was moving fast. She kicked off her shoes to better grip the soil and increased her speed. She waved her arms and shouted, trying desperately to cause the animal to slow or turn from its path. In its panic, its singular focus was escape, and it ignored her attempts. With a leap, she reached out, her fingers catching the reins as it passed.

“Whoa!” She let her body fall backward as a counterweight to the panicked horse. 

A hoof brushed past her leg, barely missing her knee as the horse reared. She couldn’t fathom how the rider had stayed seated. With a firm hand and murmured words of calming, she soon had the horse standing still. Its breath came out in labored gasps. Foam frothed around its mouth. She realized not only sweat coated the fur, but blood. 

The rider, before falling unconscious, had the sense or ignorance to tie himself to the saddle. A wolf’s head dagger peeked out from its sheath. The dagger’s hilt was well-crafted. For a moment Elspeth couldn’t pull her focus away from it. She shook herself, her jaw clenching as she examined the slouched man. His tanned face was ashen from blood loss. Sweat plastered his brown hair to his forehead. His finger twitched, the movement barely perceptible, but in her heightened state of anxiety she honed in on it. He was alive, but she wasn’t sure how long that would last. She prayed to the goddesses the amount of blood just seemed excessive.

Elspeth was no healer, but she had a gift dealing with creatures. Quieting the horse would be a difficult feat for most people, but she kept a firm hand on its bridle, murmuring words of calming until it let her lead it towards the village.




❁❁❁❁❁❁

After rushing through the rain and mud to get the man safely to the healer, Elspeth had to sneak into her home. If her aunt had seen the state of her clothing, or found out about the shoes she left behind, the woman would have a fit. She hurried to change into dry clothes and braid her hair so the dampness wouldn’t be as noticeable. Her father should be home and she needed to discuss this matter of marriage with him. Still Aunt Laurissa got to her father before Elspeth could. She was hovering near the fire when Elspeth knocked on the door.

Elspeth pressed forward, settling into the chair nearest the window in front of her father’s oak desk. She had always loved the calm of his office. Had envisioned, from a young age, eventually sitting on the other side of the desk. When the ledgers and logs would be in her own painfully obtained neat script. Outside the rain had tapered off and the air was full of a heavy mist. Dark clouds over the fields signaled the approaching second half of the storm.

Her father rubbed a hand over his golden-brown face, his skin the same shade as her own but with deeper lines from years of worry and travel under the sun. He insisted on actively running his business. When he wasn’t in Meldorstead, monitoring the growing herds, he was traveling with shipments of wool or sheep. She had offered many times to help with something, anything, but more often he turned down her offers. Her father had a stubborn streak almost as wide as his daughters. 

She boldly met her father’s gaze. His hazel eyes narrowed as she spoke, trying to keep her voice level and calm. If she couldn’t control her emotions, how would she convince her father she was capable of making sound decisions?

“I heard I’m supposed to be meeting another potential suitor. There is no need for me to marry right now. I’ve told you this before.” A small spark of pride lit as she pushed down her panic and spoke with the utmost composure. 

Her father’s lips pressed together tightly as he shuffled papers on his desk into a neater stack. Every aspect of the room was organized. From the shelf of leather-bound ledgers to the quill, wax, and seal laid out in a perfect row on the desk. Her father favored tidiness in every part of his life.

“The longer you put off marriage, the fewer prospects you have, daughter. Already, many of the finer young men in Meldorstead have found their partners.”

“Meldorstead isn’t the only place with men!” Elspeth said, a bit more heat in her voice than she meant to include. She winced as her father snorted lightly in amusement. 

“Don’t talk to your father with such disrespect.” Her aunt frowned deeply from near the fireplace. “Have you inquired of the school in Vinalhaven?”

Elspeth scowled, knowing that the question wasn’t for her but for her father’s consideration. One bushy eyebrow raised under the mop of curls as her father leaned back in his chair. 

“You aren’t interested in marrying, and you’ve always enjoyed your studies. Well, most of them anyway. What about this school then?”

“It’s a finishing school, papa.”

“An opportunity to study. To meet marriage prospects outside of Meldorstead.”

“I hardly call holding tea parties and embroidering all day studying,” Elspeth replied.

“Riding around the mountains in britches doing goddesses know what is hardly a future either,” her aunt coolly cut in. Elspeth could almost hear her aunt’s teeth grinding as the woman stewed with arms crossed. Elspeth’s gaze dropped to her own hands, twisting in her lap. 

Her father raised his hand slightly, stemming her aunt’s building lecture. “What would you suggest, then?” 

It took Elspeth a moment to realize that he was speaking to her. Her brain tripped over itself as she tried coming up with an answer under his cool gaze. Her father was a man of plans and backup plans. Meticulously formulated decisions helped him climb from a simple sheep farmer to a successful merchant. He never entered an agreement without weighing every pro and con. 

Her dilemma was that she didn’t have a plan. There had been nothing that truly set her soul alight. Nothing that made her feel passionate or fulfilled. She yearned for a chance to be more, do more, but what that more entailed she was still trying to figure out. 

“Let me travel with you,” she blurted out. Her heart sank, and she cursed her tongue. Her aunt’s shocked gasp from behind her infuriated Elspeth. The woman acted as if Elspeth had just declared she wanted to run a brothel. 

Her father sharply shook his head, “No.”

There was no further explanation, but none was necessary. Years before, he had already analyzed the perceived pros and cons of her traveling with him. She had asked several times as a girl. The dangers of the open road kept her father from taking the risk. 

“A lifestyle completely unsuitable for a young woman. You’ll lose the few interested prospects you have,” her aunt said.

“Jackie had twice as many dance partners than you last Samhain,” Elspeth shot back without thinking. Her father chuckled under his breath as her aunt glared. 

Jackie was perhaps one of the more unconventional members of their small village. She worked as a guard for her father during his longer trips. Against her aunt’s wishes, Jackie had taught Elspeth how to shoot a bow. A skill which had given Elspeth an excuse to often disappear into the surrounding fields and away from her aunt’s suffocating care. Jackie held herself with an effortless grace whether she was riding alongside a dusty wagon train or dressed in her finest dancing amongst the Samhain bonfires. 

“Jackie was already betrothed when your father hired her.” She had only thrown her aunt off for a minute. Already she was back on the scent. She would see Elspeth married off by next week if she had her way. “And look what a life on the road got her! Widowed before thirty and—”

Elspeth’s father cut her off with a sharp glance. “Regardless of her marital status, I would have hired Jackie. She’s a good person and an exceptional guard. You’re both digressing. Spiraling into side arguments won’t solve the issue at hand.” 

Elspeth’s aunt huffed and studied the fire once more. Elspeth focused on her father, hoping he would see her side. He rearranged the quills on his desk before speaking in a quieter tone. 

“It’s not a good time for you to travel anywhere. Bandits have been a greater problem this spring. The scoundrels have attacked two caravans already and it will be awhile before the king can send someone to deal with them. I don’t want to risk it.” He wouldn’t look at Elspeth. 

She swallowed the lump in her throat as sweat trickled down her back. The temperature seemed to rise even as she focused on her breathing. Movement in the sky drew her attention to the view outside the small-paned window. Two raven’s whirling around on the air currents above the large barn that served as a town stable. 

For a moment she swore she could feel the warm air under her wings, the mist coating her feathers, and a sense of peace flooded her. She wondered how the man she had brought in was faring. Aunt Laurissa hadn’t caught wind of Elspeth’s involvement with the injured stranger. If she did Elspeth knew she would try banning her from leaving the village center. Her aunt already tried scheduling every minute of her day with lessons and projects. 

Her father cleared his throat and stood, drawing her attention back to the room. He was acting unusually nervous, rearranging the papers on his desk again before sighing heavily. “The meeting with Jeremiah tomorrow is a formality. His father and I have discussed your marriage and reached an agreement.”

Elspeth leapt to her feet, her carefully controlled composure slipping away. “You what?!” She spun towards her aunt, certain that she was the motivator for this decision, but the woman appeared as shocked as Elspeth. 

“Not every relationship starts with a blaze of passion. Get to know Jeremiah and I’m sure you’ll find that he is a strong match for you.” Her father sounded older than his years as he sank into his chair. 

“I don’t need to be matched to anyone! How could you go behind my back?!” Elspeth’s voice rose in pitch. She clutched her trembling hands into fists at her side. It would make sense if Aunt Laurissa had revealed this. Finding out her own father was arranging a marriage for her, made her feel as though the floor was crumbling beneath her. 

“You need someone who can provide for you. Someone who can handle the business. Jeremiah has been working for his father for several years. You’ll make a good team.”

Elspeth’s thoughts tumbled over themselves, crashing together until she couldn’t form a coherent word. Her face flushed and loose strands of hair clung to her damp forehead. She took a shaky breath. “I do not need a husband to provide for me. If you’d let me even once take part in your business, you’d have seen I am capable. What has been the point of these useless lessons?”

“Not useless. You have the honor of the Hywel name to uphold,” Aunt Laurissa cut in, crossing her arms and leveling a glare at Elspeth. 

“Honor? The Hywels kicked my mother out because of who she loved. They ignored her and my existence. I am no more a Hywel than one of our sheep.” Elspeth motioned out the windows towards the rolling meadows outside the village.

“You are—” her aunt said.

“No, Laurissa,” her father snapped, cutting the older woman off. His steady gaze met Elspeth’s. “What did you expect?”

“A choice,” Elspeth snapped.

“You have choices.”

“It’s hardly a choice. Married off now or be married off later. You have kept me hobbled here, training me to be some show pony. Now you expect me to be docile as you hand the reins to someone else.”

“Enough!” Her father’s booming voice made her take a step back. Her father could shout, but he almost never raised his voice towards his daughter. “I have done all I can to protect and provide for you. You cannot fault me for wanting to keep you safe,” he continued in a calmer tone. “There is no further discussion. Go get ready for supper.”

Elspeth’s legs shook, her breathing was shallow, the air wouldn’t enter her lungs. She choked back a frustrated sob, determined that they would not see her cry. She was a woman, not a child. But right now, what she had expected for her life was crashing down around her. She needed space to breathe. She turned and made her way out of the door. Everything moved slowly around her as if she were in a dream. As soon as the door clicked shut behind her, the tears started falling. She sprinted down the hallway, intent on escaping before anyone saw her crying.




❂❂❂❂❂❂

Cyrus first noticed the pain coursing through his arm, side, and back. A rough blanket pressed against his face and the scent of straw permeated his nose. He kept his eyes closed, and his breathing steady as he listened to the surrounding sounds. The heavier footfalls of horses, a cow lowing, and further away, the creak of a wagon rattling by.

He opened his eyes, and at once regretted it as the light triggered a bolt of pain through his skull. The worst hangover had nothing on this. He tried opening his eyes again, this time pushing through the discomfort until it lessened. 

His cheek was pressed against a pallet of straw in a dimly lit barn. Large doors stood ajar across from him. Several stalls held various livestock, including his horse. The chestnut called out a greeting to him and kicked his front hooves against the door. A bright light flooded the interior. He squinted, tension causing pain to shoot through his body. A woman with auburn hair twisted into a braided bun entered carrying a basket and a jug.

“Finally awake, I see,” she said as she placed her burdens on the ground near him. “Can you sit up yet?” 

She poured the liquid from the jug into a small mug. Her movements were stiff but confident as she pulled several plants out of the basket. Cyrus winced as he rolled onto his side. He didn’t like being this helpless and exposed. His mind was still sluggish, trying to remember how he had gotten here.

“Maybe, haven’t tried,” he responded, his voice cracking. 

He hadn’t noticed how dry his throat was until he struggled to speak. He tried rising slowly, but every muscle wanted to rebel. His back screamed in protest, his head pounding harder. He still pushed himself to a sitting position, trying to not show any weakness in this unfamiliar place. The woman frowned, crushing the plants deftly in a small mortar. After adding the herbs to the mug, she swirled the concoction.

“Drink this, all of it,” she said, shoving it into his hands. 

He grimaced at the smell, but could identify several of the healing herbs from experience. Through the barn door, he saw he was in a village, unbound and unguarded. He appeared to be out of danger. Despite the women’s sideways glances, she was relaxed around him. He wasn’t certain how he had gotten here from the bandit camp, but he was thankful to be in one piece. The first swig of warm liquid burned his dry throat, causing him to cough and splutter. The second went down more smoothly.

“Thank you,” he said as he finished the last of it and handed back the mug. “Where am I?”

“Meldorstead.” The woman offered no other explanation as she gathered her supplies. 

Cyrus forced himself to ignore the painful scratch of his clothing against his skin. Dirt and blood had dried into the cloth, making it stiff. The sensation would become unbearable if it wasn’t washed soon but he needed to focus on getting information.

He was about to press the woman further for information on how he had arrived in Meldorstead when the door opened wide, flooding the barn with morning sunlight. A tall, broad-shouldered man darkened the doorway.

“You’re awake. Good.” The man strode forward, grabbing a milking stool from beside a stall door, and dropping it near the pallet with a cracking thump. He still towered over Cyrus while seated. He scowled and gestured brusquely at the older woman to leave. Once she had stepped out, he returned his attention to the injured man.

“Now, I don’t know who you are.” He held up a hand abruptly as Cyrus opened his mouth to speak. “And I have no desire to know. You came here injured, and with a horse no commoner could afford. You bear no kings, nobles, or church insignia. Other signs.” He paused, raising an eyebrow. “Point to a past of trouble. We don’t do trouble here. I won’t have it.” 

He stared coldly into Cyrus’ eyes, but the glare held a dull edge. This man wasn’t malicious, just afraid of the trouble Cyrus may bring. The bandages wrapped around his body probably meant they were aware of his lash scars. Remnants of his decisions in Millstone. Cyrus couldn’t blame him. Trouble followed him as diligently as a hound after a hare. 

“You can stay another night, but I want you gone by the morning. If anyone ever asks, we never saw you. You were never here.” The broad-shouldered man paused again. His voice softened as he concluded, “We can’t have trouble here, you see. We’ve put too much into our community to keep it safe. Just move along by morning.”

Cyrus had barely agreed before the man disappeared back through the barn door. Cyrus’ hand dropped to his side, searching for his missing dagger. The sounds of everyday life flowing around him set him on edge. 

He forced himself to stand, wavering unsteadily on his feet. Someone had piled his saddlebags next to his horse’s stall. Each step shot pain through his body. His jaw clenched, he lowered himself to the ground next to his belongings. A sigh of relief escaped him as he found the dagger wrapped in his bloodstained cloak. He dug deeper into his packs, finding the rough edge of the leather-bound book. Most of the text was a mystery to him, but it had been important enough for Tessa to hide and protect. 

He brought the dagger back to the pallet, tracing his fingers over the carvings, drawing calm out of the chill metal. Exhaustion overtook him again. Every limb felt like it was secured with weights. He laid back, letting sleep overtake him. In the back of his mind, he sensed someone watching him. He was too tired to care anymore. If they wished him ill, then so be it. He would leave before daybreak. He couldn’t let himself succumb to rest for too long. Tessa’s killer was still out there somewhere, and it fell upon him to avenge her death. 
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❂❂❂❂❂❂

The dawn air was thick with mist. Dew clung to every blade of grass and leaf. Cyrus stiffly moved around the chestnut horse, making last checks of the saddle and his bags. He had awoken long before the cock crowed. A small bag with food and herbs had been left next to his pallet. He checked again that Bellek was within easy reach on his side. Satisfied everything was secure, he patted the chestnut’s neck. An involuntary grunt escaped as his back made its complaints about this arrangement. The chestnut snorted and shifted, his ears flicking backward. 

“Easy there,” Cyrus murmured, picking up the reins in one hand. He grabbed the saddle horn with the other and swung his leg over, wincing in pain. They set off between the small houses and through to the main road leading southeast. The road here was wide enough for a wagon. It wound downhill between fog-covered fields, and away from the mountain before disappearing into the forest.

When he reached the edge of Meldorstead, he nudged the horse into a trot, doing his best to ignore the pain. He wanted distance. Distance from the village. Distance from this accursed mountain. By the time the sun had risen over the horizon, they entered the cool interior of the woods. He slowed their pace, valuing his steed’s endurance over speed. The sun had burned away the fog from dawn. Soft light dappled the moss and pine litter of the forest floor. The road was blessedly empty and he allowed himself to relax in the saddle.

He didn’t stop until after midday. They rested near a stream a short distance off-trail, consuming a sparse lunch, and letting his horse graze. Other travelers had occupied the clearing before him. The blackened ring of stones tempted him to set up camp early. His back ached, and his leg had stiffened from riding before it healed. 

He was sitting hunched over the small fire when a flock of birds sent up a cry, startled from the trees. His hand went to his dagger. His body shifted to allow easy access to his sword if necessary. Inwardly, he cursed himself for his complacency. 

A snort and stamp of an animal’s hoof drew his attention to one side of the clearing. Grabbing his sword, he stood, scanning the undergrowth of birch and aspen saplings, trying to see how many or who hid beyond it. He could hear the animal coming closer. The saplings parted, revealing a girl leading a large black stallion. He blinked in confusion as they stopped at the edge of the camp.

“Hello,” the girl said as she patted the horse’s neck. Her horse snorted, bobbing his head. “I didn’t mean to startle you.” 

Her appearance was neat, but not meticulous. She wore her wavy black hair pulled back. Small tendrils had worked their way loose to frame her golden brown face. Deep green eyes studied him from beneath thick lashes.

“Why is a girl out here alone?” he asked, still listening for other riders, and suspecting foul play. 

The girl’s face flushed with embarrassment, before her expression hardened. “I’m not a girl. I’m twenty-one.”

“Why are you out here?” Cyrus eyed her suspiciously. 

Silence stretched between them as he waited for an explanation. She chewed her bottom lip as she shifted closer to her horse. His patience broke.

“Come out with it, girl. Where are you from? Why are you following me? How long have you been following me?! Who are you?” He fired questions at her with a growl in his voice and a scowl on his face. Curse his distracted mind, and the pain wracking his body. He should have known someone was pursuing him. His words shook her from her stupor.

“I’m from Meldorstead. I’ve been following you since shortly after you entered the forest this morning. You can call me Elspeth, and this is Alasdair. We were hoping to travel with you.” Her voice was calm, but her hand twisted into her horse’s mane. 

He noted she had stuffed saddlebags and a bow with a full quiver. She hadn’t been planning on a short stroll through the woods.

“Good. You can return to Meldorstead. I don’t travel well with others.” He sank back towards the warmth of the fire.

“I need to get away. I can’t keep living in that village.”

“You need to get away, huh?” He shifted as he tried relieving the pain in his back. “Away from what? Your father beat you?”

“No.” Her response was sharp.

He held up his hands. “Your husband then?”

“I’m not married. Meldorstead has many willing brides for the few bachelors available. I am not one.”

Cyrus couldn’t hold back a derisive snort. “Ah, so your mother is putting the pressure on you to find a husband.” Despite understanding why she would want to avoid an arranged marriage, he was set on dissuading her from sticking with him.

“My mother died when I was nine.” This time it was she who raised her hand to stop him. “And my stepmother and stepsister are wonderful people.” Her face softened. “It’s my aunt who’s big on marriage. But that’s not the reason I left.”

“Then why? For what reason would a girl with a loving family, a safe home, and no troubles want to escape into a world where everything will be against her? These roads aren’t safe for girls. Lots of unsavory sorts out here in the wilderness.” He maintained a gruff tone, hoping to scare her off. She was lucky to come across him, and not someone who would have dishonorable intentions.

“I will not find my purpose in a small mountain village. I want to see what else is out in the world, to find a path of my own.” 

Laughter burst out of his mouth before he could stop himself. This conversation was going in circles and he was short on patience. Her face hardened again.

“Whatever do you keep blathering on about? Purpose? You’re not going to find that out here! Or anywhere. Our purpose is to live, breathe, shit, and die,” he scoffed, shaking his head. Her foolishness astounded him, but also prickled at his heart. He had once been optimistically foolish about a better life. It wasn’t worth the pain or the risk to hope for anything more than survival. 

A flush spread up her neck and across her freckled cheeks. “Well, there’s nothing for me in Meldorstead, either, and I don’t need a bully’s opinions on my life decisions,” Elspeth spat back, offended by his statement. “I just need a travel companion until I reach a larger city.” 

Cyrus stood, allowing his stance to drift into intimidating, no longer amused. The realization she had created a dangerous set of events only increased his irritability. The wilderness was no place for her idealistic notions of purpose. 

“Listen, I don’t need any travel companions. I have half a mind to truss you up, put you over your horse, and take you back to Meldorstead! Do you know what’s going to happen when they realize you’re gone?! They’re going to put the pieces together, however badly. They’ll see I left, and you disappeared. Guess who they’re going to come after, Missy?!” His voice grew deeper, anger covering the fear at his core. “You need to get back on your horse. Go home before you get yourself or me killed. I have no desire to hang for kidnapping, and whatever other charges they decide to pin on my condemned corpse.”

“I’m not going back.” Her voice held a steel edge of determination. “I left a note explaining this was my idea.”

“Bollocks, a lot of damn good that’ll do!”

“If you don’t let me travel with you, I’ll go to the nearest town and tell them you kidnapped me, and I escaped. You will be a wanted man.”

His hand formed a fist at his side, and he took two steps towards her. “Not if I drag you back to your village first.”

“Who are they going to believe? Me, or a man with scars from the lash who showed up desperate and half-dead on our doorstep?” Elspeth met his gaze with determined green eyes. 

Cyrus spluttered as he tried finding a way out of having this woman tag along. “And what if they catch up to us and still blame me? What then?” 

“I’ll tell them the truth. It was my idea to leave. I tracked you down as a guide.”

“You’re foolish for wanting to travel with me. Nothing but bad luck for the both of us.”

“I’m not going back.” Her feet were planted firmly. 

Cyrus was beginning to think he wouldn’t be able to drag her back even if he tried. She had a fire within her, a foolish fire that was liable to get him and her both burned, but a fire nonetheless. 

“I don’t agree with this.” Cyrus shook his head, hardly believing what he was about to do. “But you leave me no choice. I’ll take you where you need to go, but after, we go our own ways. If you cause me more trouble, you’re on your own, by the way. You can find your purpose alone.” He started packing his few belongings. “We better leave now, though. Get as much space between us, and your home as we can.”

“That is fine with me.”

To his surprise, she mounted her horse as a man would, riding astride it despite her skirts. They fell to each side, covering her legs completely. Women in this part of Osmaria usually stuck to riding sidesaddle or not at all. He eyed her warily.

“They’re riding skirts, split in the middle so I can ride easily, but also so my aunt wouldn’t catch me in breeches. I made them myself,” she stated. She turned her horse towards the trail, waiting for him. 

“You could wear pants.”

Elspeth flushed again, her lips pressing into a tight line. “Not in Meldorstead.”

He snorted derisively. “You know that’s going to draw more attention to us when we reach civilization again.” This wasn’t necessarily true. He had encountered a wide variety of outfits in his travels, though never a split skirt like she wore. But he also gathered that the towns in this region tended to be more conservative in their clothing standards, with a preference for traditional styles.

In response, she swung her leg over the saddle so she was sitting side-saddle. The riding skirt lay smooth, with no indication of its modifications.

“See, no trouble. Now, are you ready?”

Cyrus shot her a glare, but she ignored it, just met his gaze with those deep green eyes. The corner of her mouth twitched as she held back a smile. He frowned as he mounted the chestnut and led them down the trail. Worry gnawed at him. Traveling with a woman who was on the run from her familial expectations was not part of his plans. Yet her determination stirred something inside him. He understood the need to run from the threat of an arranged marriage. He couldn’t blame her for being impulsive. With a heavy sigh, he urged his horse into a brisk trot, trying to put as much ground between them and Meldorstead as they could.


❁❁❁❁❁❁

As the sun sank closer to the horizon, they slowed their pace. Elspeth moved her horse next to the man’s, hoping to clear up the awkward tension between them. Leaves rustled high in the forest canopy. The evergreen boughs muffled the calls of the birds flying back and forth. Patches of tall ferns covered the forest floor around them, intermixed with wintergreen and fallen trees. 

Elspeth forgave him for his attitude. She threw quite the surprise at him. They rode in strained silence for a while. She was not usually one to blackmail others. But under the threat of marriage her father presented, she felt she had no other choice.

“By the way, you never introduced yourself.” She broke the silence as they rounded another bend in the trail.

“You track down a man, ride half a day with him into the wilderness, and you don’t even know his name?” He twisted in the saddle, studying her with a raised brow.

“Well, I was hoping to hear it when Simon came to speak to you, but as usual, he’s let his anxiety dictate how he manages the village.”

“You were spying on me in the barn?!”

“Not spying, I often spend time in the hayloft. You happened to be recuperating there.” She bristled at his tone. If she was being honest, she had been avoiding her aunt, father, and Jeremiah Taylor. It wasn’t her fault the village’s headman visited their injured guest at the same time.

The pain of her father’s betrayal still cut deep into her heart. She swallowed the lump in her throat. Her feelings swirled into a confusing mess. Romance wasn’t interesting to her. She never felt the stirrings of love or desire the way other women in the village sometimes spoke about in hushed tones. Most of her friends were busy starting their own families. She cared for them and loved her family. But she couldn’t see herself marrying anyone. She refused to be an accomplice in an arranged marriage with a man who never showed an ounce of care or respect for her.

The man shook his head, his shaggy brown hair ruffled by the passing breeze. “You usually spend time in a hayloft. Mayhaps you’re not the maiden I thought you were.” 

Her face grew hot at his implication, and the smirk he shot her direction. She had jumped from one web into another; it seemed. Running away and attaching herself to this man wasn’t her brightest idea. But with the looming threat of the marriage contract, she acted on impulse. 

“I go there by myself to hide from my aunt when she wants me to help with the spinning. I’m terrible at it,” she confessed, trying to clear her name and dissuade him from any dirty thoughts.

“Humph.” They rode a few more minutes before he spoke again, “My given name is Cyrus.” 

She cast around for a way to keep conversation flowing. The silence gave her too much time to think and worry. The last thing she needed was to be incapacitated by a panic attack traveling with a near stranger.

“Cyrus… And your horse’s name?” she asked.

“Horse’s name? He doesn’t have a name. He’s Horse.”

“He has to have a name!” She always found a name for the horses her family raised. To not have a name implied he didn’t care for the animal in question.

“No.” His voice was firm as he urged Horse forward.

Elspeth stuck out her chin, scowling at his back. Everything surrounding Cyrus’ circumstances was strange. The mountains weren’t a place to travel alone. He never disclosed why he showed up badly injured in Meldorstead. Something about him drew her interest. Despite his brisk manner, he had an air of grace that didn’t line up with his supposed nomadic ways. Curiosity overcame her ire. 

“It’s Oren, actually.” The disgruntled words brushed against her mind. 

She pulled Alasdair to a stop, wide eyes searching the undergrowth. This was the second time this week when her own thoughts seemed to adopt another’s voice. Once, when she was very young, she caught a terrible fever. She remembered the unfamiliar voices then as well. They had run through her mind, but disappeared when she recovered. She touched her forehead, checking for fever, but her skin remained cool. 

“Coming? Or have you decided to head home?” 

She let Alasdair have free rein again. Horse bobbed his head in greeting as they approached. She met his stare with a narrow gaze as the voice broke through her anxious thoughts again.

“Oren, not Horse.”

“So, why were you in the mountains?” She forced herself to shoot Cyrus a small smile as she purposefully ignored the strange things her mind was doing.

Cyrus shot her a sideways glance, his shoulders stiffening. “You ask a lot of questions.”

“Like you said, I should know the person I’m traveling with.”

“That is not what I meant.” 

“Shouldn’t I know why you’re traveling? What manner of business you’re involved in?” 

His lips pressed tightly together. Elspeth frowned, but held her words back. It would be foolish to upset him. She needed his guidance, at least until she decided where she was going next. Uncertainty flooded her as she considered her plans. She left Meldorstead driven by her anger and a desire to see more of the world. But now the anger faded into burning coals. It was still there, but anxiety threatened to extinguish it. Elspeth started as Cyrus spoke again. His voice was gravelly, so low she had to lean towards him to hear.

“I’m looking for someone.”

“Who?”

He shrugged, keeping his focus on the trail ahead. “No idea.”

Her eyes narrowed, her frustration rekindling her anger. “Really? You don’t know?”

His games reminded her of the village boys. They tried being coy, thinking it would make them more mysterious and appealing. There was nothing mysterious about a boy who you’d known since he had been crying at his mother’s breast. Some of them still did not stray far from their mother’s apron strings. 

Cyrus was a mystery, but she refused to allow him to draw her in with his non-answers. Instead, she slowed Alasdair’s pace, following a short distance behind again. She would let him keep his secrets for now.


❂❂❂❂❂❂

Cyrus dismounted, realizing too late his legs could not support his weight. They crumpled underneath him, shooting pain ricocheting through his spine. He had been so embroiled in his own thoughts about their current situation. Trying to figure out a way to send Elspeth home that wouldn’t compromise his conscience or end with a noose around his windpipe. He had ignored all the signs his body was beyond its limits.

“Are you okay?!” Elspeth cried out, dismounting hastily, and coming into view. He waved her away.

“Oh, I’m fine. Just thought I’d get a closer look at the ground here,” he snapped. 

She took a step back, withdrawing her extended hand and biting her lip. 

With a groan, he pushed himself onto his side. “You wouldn’t happen to know a bit ‘bout healing?” 

She shook her head. “No. Hanna, the village healer, would never teach me. My father refused to marry her, marrying my mother instead. She’s never liked me.” Elspeth blurted out these details, and promptly reddened. 

Cyrus sighed heavily. “Fine, get some hot water going please, and I’ll tell you what to do. Hanna left me some herbs which should solve this issue.”

She worked in silence to secure the horses, set up camp, and start a fire. Elspeth had brought her own food and Cyrus figured their supplies could last approximately three days. Then they would have to approach a town or hunt. He would prefer to keep moving as much as possible. 

Cyrus observed her as she busied herself setting up camp, trying to distract himself from the pain. She wasn’t as helpless as he assumed. She was knowledgeable about how to manage a campsite. The fire was kept low to not attract attention, bedrolls and seating arranged so they could easily spot anyone approaching.

With careful direction, she made the thick herbal tea to ease some of his pain. They ate a light dinner of cheese and bread in silence. By the time they were through, the tea had kicked in and he sat near the fire as she examined the cuts on his back. A few scabs had cracked and seeped blood into the bandages. He winced as she pulled away the fabric.

Elspeth didn’t shy away from blood, or his naked skin striped with scars. It would have been difficult for him to care for these wounds alone as he couldn’t reach most of them. Elspeth caught on quickly with his instructions. It was a pity Hanna hadn’t spent more time teaching her instead of holding onto old grudges.

“Who did this to you?” Her voice was soft, with an edge of concern he was unused to. 

He flinched away, for a moment thinking she was referring to the lash scars across his back, before he realized she meant the injuries from the bandit camp. Clearing his throat, he shrugged, focusing his attention on a nearby birch sapling whose trunk was bent in an arch. He shifted his injured leg into a more comfortable position. The entire area around his knee ached. He gritted his teeth as she began cleaning the wounds, intent on not letting any sound slip out. 

“Bandits,” he mumbled after a long pause. She froze with a soft inhale. 

“So close to Meldorstead!”

“No. They’re not close. Your headman knows where they are. Don’t worry.” He felt guilty for the fear he triggered in her voice. “They’ve a camp higher in the mountains.”

“You’re not a trapper. Why were you that deep in the mountains this time of year?” She dipped the rag into the cold water again and continued washing his back.

He grimaced at the question and the chill of the water. She was quick and not likely to let anything slip past. He had to remember that fact. The Orsiren mountains were a dangerous place. Only trappers and peddlers ventured into the mountains at this time of the year. 

“I already told you my reasons.” 

“You said you didn’t know who you were looking for. Why?”

“Why?”

“Why are you searching for this person?”

Cyrus tensed, not liking the direction this discussion was headed. “I thought it was clear I’m not the heart to heart conversation type.”

“So, it has something to do with someone you care for.”

Cyrus twisted, hissing as pain shot through his back. He didn’t expect her to hit so close to the mark. Elspeth leaned away, her eyes wide. 

“Drop it.” The sharp pain in his words was not just caused by his physical injuries. 

Elspeth nodded slowly. Guilt burned in his chest again as her face lost color. He leaned forward, being careful this time to not trigger more pain, burying his face in his hands. Tentatively, she returned to the task.

Elspeth followed his instructions for making a poultice in complete silence, substituting some rocks from the stream for a mortar and pestle. Her golden brown skin regained its vigor. She kept casting furtive glances at his face as she worked. He breathed deeply, trying to ease the tension from his body. He didn’t want to explain about Tessa or how he had spent three years searching for leads to bring her murderer to justice. It was none of Elspeth’s business. He hadn’t meant to scare her though, even if she was being an annoying busybody. 

She finished securing the bandages, ignoring his murmured thanks. He gingerly put his shirt back on as she tossed another log on the fire. He stood and stretched carefully, pleased to find the poultices were already dulling the pain.

“Okay, so you need some instruction on healing. You can ride fairly well. But what else can you do? Riding wouldn’t have protected you long out here if you hadn’t tracked me down.” He kept his voice light, trying to
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