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FOREWORD
No knowledge of the Noble Dead Saga or other related works by us are necessary to read, comprehend, and enjoy any work in the project known as “T·N·D·S: Tales from the world of the Noble Dead Saga.” Readers new to this world can step right into it through any of these short works.
Tales are organized into “collections” where all works therein share a theme and/or premise. Most works in a collection are not sequential and can be read in any order. When one or more works link together, subsequent works will mention “sequel to…” on their covers to guide you.
Tales can be your first adventure into our world or something to tide you over in the wait for the next of our varied novels to be released.
—Barb & J.C. Hendee



SILENT BELLS
Upstairs in her bedroom at Chemestúk Keep, Julianna stood in front of a mirror looking at herself in her wedding gown.
“What do you think?” she asked.
Nadja, her future mother-in-law, was in the room as well, making a fuss over lacing the gown “just so” and pulling at the sleeves and skirt. Julianna didn’t mind.
“You are beautiful, my girl,” Nadja said.
For the first time in her life, Julianna found herself almost believing those words. She and her betrothed, Jan, had recently returned home after a nearly three-moon journey traveling with several members of his mother’s side of the family. Though a number of memorable events had happened along the way, the most important was their decision to marry. Within moments of their return home, Jan had informed his parents, who’d rejoiced at the news, and by that evening, preparations for a wedding had begun… starting with the creation of the cream-colored, muslin gown Julianna now wore.
Stepping closer to the mirror, she could see the fine stitch work Nadja had put into the square neckline.
Julianna was tall, with hazel eyes and persistently straight light brown hair. Her face was narrow and pale with a light smattering of freckles across her nose. She’d never liked her height or what she considered her “gangly” build or her smattering of freckles, but in this fine cream gown with her hair pinned up—and only a few strands dangling to frame her face—she almost felt pretty.
“The color suits you so well,” Nadja said, standing at her shoulder.
“I should take it off before I brush against something and soil it. I want it perfect for tomorrow.”
Nodding, Nadja stepped behind to unlace the back. “I’ll help you out of it.”
In her mid forties, Nadja could still be called lovely. With shimmering dark hair and a dusky smooth complexion, she was lithe of build though well-figured in a blue dress tied at the waist with a wildly patterned, orange paisley sash. Once she had been light of foot and agile, but this past year, she had slowed a little and often had to catch her breath after crossing a large room.
Julianna worried about her, for Nadja was much more than a future mother-in-law.
When Julianna had been orphaned as a girl, Nadja and her husband, Cadell, had taken her in and treated her as a daughter. Perhaps it should seem strange that Julianna was now marrying their son, but so far, no one had appeared to find it strange it all.
No one had even seemed surprised.
Still looking into the mirror, she shook her head. “I almost can’t believe Jan and I will be married tomorrow.”
Nadja stopped unlacing the gown. “You love him very much, don’t you?”
“More than I can say. I only wish I’d realized it sooner.”
Leaning forward, Nadja hugged her briefly from behind. “My girl.”
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
Out in the courtyard of the keep, Jan was engaged in a much more communal task with at least ten other men. His mother’s side of the family was from a people who called themselves the Móndyalítko—“the world’s little children”—and they traveled in wagons a good deal of the year. Jan normally traveled with them during the autumn, and this year, he’d brought Julianna along, never realizing how the journey would end.
He was in love, real love, for the first time in his life.
And now, his family was preparing for a wedding.
Four Móndyalítko wagons—that also functioned as homes—were parked in the courtyard, and this small group of men had placed two of them parallel, about thirty paces apart. Jan’s father had produced a flattened piece of canvas from what had once been an enormous tent, and now their task was to string the canvas between the paired wagons’ rooftops to create a covered space.
Everyone would gather under there tomorrow.
In spite of late autumn weather, Julianna had requested the ceremony take place outside in the courtyard beneath the keep—her one home—and yet among the wagons of the Móndyalítko—which she now considered her other home. She also wanted anyone from the village below to feel welcome to come take part in both watching the ceremony and the feast to follow, and so extra tables had been set up in the keep’s main hall, which meant there was no room in there for a ceremony.
Jan was determined to make all this work in any manner she wished. He didn’t care where or how they got married, so long as she married him.
“Do you think the space between the two wagons is wide enough?” he asked.
“Yes, it’s just right,” his father answered.
The mix of men out here almost struck Jan as amusing. His stoic hardworking father was a contrast to the Móndyalítko, who were in turn a contrast to a few keep guards also doing their best to help. Most of the guards wore simple clothing: chain armor over light padding with rough wool tunics on the outside. None of them bothered with helmets and only wore swords while on duty.
Jan’s father, Cadell, was the Zupan of five fiefdoms and the current vassal of Chemestúk Keep. He was a barrel of a man in his late-fifties with pale skin, fading freckles, and cropped red hair flecked by gray. He always wore brown trousers and a brown shirt. His fingernails were forever stained dark from hard work.
Jan looked nothing like his father but rather had inherited his appearance from his mother’s side, including her smooth and dusky complexion. At the age of twenty-five he was slender with even features and coal-black hair that hung to his shoulders in a wild, unruly mass. He wore russet pants with high boots and a new emerald green shirt with the cuffs rolled halfway up his arms—and he sported three silver hoops in one ear.
Many of the other Móndyalítko men were dressed in a similar fashion.
His Uncle Rosario came striding over. “Jan, you’ll need to climb up onto a wagon rooftop to secure one side of the canvas.”
“Yes, Uncle.”
Rosario was not brightly dressed in his loose trousers, a white shirt, and a russet vest, but he definitely stood out. A giant of a man, his chest was wide as two normal men. He wore his black hair short—and sported a thick moustache.
Before scaling the side of the wagon, Jan paused and looked back to his father. “We’ll need small tables on each side of this covered area. Julianna told me some of the women will bring fresh flowers tomorrow morning.”
His father nodded and for once he appeared… pleased. “Good. I knew Julianna would want flowers. She’s not a frivolous girl, but she’s always liked flowers.”
Jan’s father adored Julianna and had spared no expense for this wedding. The feast for tomorrow afternoon alone must have cost a small fortune: two roasted pigs, a venison haunch, casks of wine and ale, six vegetable dishes, honey cakes, and countless apple tarts—not to mention extra hired kitchen help.
However, Cadell’s expression then darkened slightly. “I was glad when you told me of this marriage. You are beyond fortunate to have won her hand, but you do mean to honor her, don’t you? Not to fall back on any of your…” he trailed off as if uncertain how to finish.
Normally, Jan kept his guard up around his father and didn’t allow himself to be blind-sided, but he fought hard not to wince. Unfortunately, this time his father wasn’t entirely unjustified. Jan had a well-earned reputation for breaking hearts. In the past, to amuse himself, he’d often played at making women fall in love with him—because it was so easy. Between his looks, his charm, and his gift for flattery, young women tended to swoon at his feet, and not too long ago, he had found this most diverting.
Justified or not though, it hurt that his father would throw the past into his face the day before his wedding.
Summoning up all the inner strength he could muster, Jan answered, “I don’t need to be reminded of how fortunate I am. I will honor Julianna all the days of my life. No one else will ever come between us.”
His father blinked at the blunt answer and nodded. “All right then, get up the side of that wagon and let’s string this canvas. We have a wedding tomorrow.”
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
That evening, in the main hall of the keep, Julianna could scarcely remember having been so happy. This “night before the nuptials” supper had somehow turned into a celebration of its own.
In addition to Jan, Julianna, Nadja and Cadell, all the Móndyalítko from Jan’s mother’s side of the family had joined them, and Cadell had opened a cask of good ale. The women had baked fresh bread and put together a savory chicken stew, and now everyone was eating and drinking and visiting in anticipation of tomorrow’s festivities.
Julianna sat with Jan and looked across the table at some of the Móndyalítko who had become dear to her in the past few moons in which she’d traveled with them. Her gaze paused on enormous Uncle Rosario, and he raised his mug to her. She then looked to Aunt Doreena, a larger and much more boisterous version of her sister, Nadja. And sitting beside Doreena was their son, Rico.
He was a taller, more muscular copy of Jan, with black hair, dusky skin, but unlike Jan, he always wore an utterly serious expression. He never laughed or smiled. Julianna often thought he’d be handsome if his expression weren’t always so hard. Rico was also a Móndyalítko “shifter.” At will, he could turn himself into a great black cat, and he was the family’s hunter and their main protection.
Yet, in the past moon, he had changed—softened—a bit, and a pretty young woman named Lydia sat quietly beside him as he fed her from his own plate. Lydia was a new addition to their traveling family, and Julianna suspected it wouldn’t be long before another wedding was announced.
Turning her head, she took in the sight of Jan’s profile. “I’m so glad Doreena and Rosario decided to stay for a while and help us celebrate. Tomorrow wouldn’t be the same without them.”
“Agreed,” he said, offering her a sip from his cup. “But I’d marry you if there was no one to help celebrate except a few skinny chickens.”
She felt her cheeks flush and glanced away. A part of her had mixed feelings over him turning his gift for flattery in her direction. In their lives to date, he’d not often tried his wiles on her before, and this was one of the reasons his relationship with her had been different from his relationship with any other woman. With her, he’d always been honest, always been himself.
Of course she enjoyed his attention, but she didn’t want their method of interacting to change. She needed no flattery to be sure of his love.
Still trying to think of a response, something else across the hall caught her eye. “Oh… Jan, I think Belle has her hooks into poor Klayton. You might want to go call her off.”
Jan looked to where she gestured and sighed audibly.
His other cousin, Belle, was leaning forward and smiling seductively at one of the keep’s guards. At the age of seventeen, she was small-waisted and fragile in appearance—with an incredible mass of wavy dark hair. Her skin was pale as opposed to Jan’s more dusky shade, but her eyes were nearly black, looking even darker in contrast to her skin. She wore a deep blue skirt with a white low-cut blouse. Her breasts were perfectly rounded… with the tops clearly exposed at her neckline.
She was quite beautiful.
Unfortunately, she was also conceited, lazy, and incapable of thinking about anyone except herself, and her favorite past time was seeking the attention of men.
Jan stood up. “I’ll go rescue Klayton. He’s been through enough without having to recover from Belle’s… charms.”
As he walked away, Julianna thought on his words regarding the guardsman. Last spring, two noble factions—the Äntes and the Väränj—had launched into a civil war. The Äntes had come through Chemestúk and conscripted every able-bodied man in the village and the keep, including Jan and the few hired guards here. These men had been given no choice and were ripped away from their homes. Any of them who had tried to escape along the road had been executed.
Before the conflict was officially over, Jan had managed to escape. Julianna still wasn’t sure how, as he never talked about it, but he’d not been able to free anyone else. The other men had been forced to remain in service to the Äntes until peace was declared.
Soon afterward though, they’d been released… to walk all the way home.
Thankfully, most of them had come home, but several bore scars—inside and out—of an experience in which they’d been powerless to help themselves. When Jan had first returned alone, he too had shown signs emotional trauma, but three moons on the road with Móndyalítko seemed to have healed him.
Julianna watched as he reached the hapless Guardsman Klayton, who stared at Belle in awe. Jan took Belle’s hand and quickly steered her in another direction as he whispered in her ear.
She frowned, as if he’d spoiled her fun.
Guardsman Klayton followed them with his eyes, as if Jan had taken away some beloved treasure.
Julianna shook her head in disgust. The foolish man probably didn’t realize he’d just been rescued.
Uncle Rosario stood up from the table. “Let’s have some music!” he called in his booming voice. “Jan, fetch your violin.”
Jan flashed a smile from across the hall, and Julianna fought to keep her expression still. A part of her was embarrassed by how much she loved him… and by the joy in her heart at the prospect of marrying him. As he headed for the hearth to retrieve his violin case, one of the hired servants from the village came hurrying into the hall.
Julianna knew her. Her named was Sari, and she was normally a composed woman, but now she appeared distressed as she looked around until spotting someone else. Sari then rushed to Nadja, leaning down to whisper something. Fearing that something had gone amiss with the food being prepared for tomorrow, Julianna stood up and hurried over.
“What is it?” she asked upon reaching the bench where Nadja sat.
Sari looked up. “There’s a… visitor, a lady in the entryway, but she’s—”
“A lady?” Julianna interrupted in confusion. “Don’t you mean a woman?”
Sari winced and opened her mouth to speak again. Whatever was about to come out never emerged as the sound of gasping and running feet caused everyone in the hall to turn and look to the open arch leading out into the main passage to the keep’s front door. A slender young woman ran in and looked about wildly.
Her manic eyes matched the pale blue of her fine silk gown, but the gown’s hem was torn and filthy. With flawless ivory skin, her red-gold hair hung to the small of her back but was tangled and uncombed. The cloak thrown back over her narrow shoulders was muddy all the way to the top, as if she’d been sleeping on the ground.
Her gaze stopped on Jan near the hearth, and she sobbed once.
“Jan!” she cried as if her heart would break.
Jan froze, his eyes wide.
Julianna watched in stunned silence as the woman ran stumbling across the hall, threw her arms around him, and began weeping like a lost child who’d been found.
“Jan, Jan,” she kept saying over and over. “I’ve found you.”
Julianna’s feet felt stuck to the floor, no one else in the hall moved, and Jan’s dusky skin paled.
“Gisele… I…?” he said, not touching the clinging woman, but not trying to remove her either.
Julianna’s mouth dropped open. He knew her. He knew her name.
“You couldn’t believe I would give up after he sent you away,” Gisele babbled, still clutching him. “But I had to wait… wait until he’d gone away. I couldn’t take anything with me. I had to slip away, but you must have known I wouldn’t stop trying. I walked all the way. I’ve found you, found you, and now we can be together.”
Her half-mad words were beginning to slur, and she seemed to be clinging to Jan partially to keep from falling.
Nadja rose to her feet, staring at her son in horror.
Julianna was numb. This Gisele wasn’t some peasant girl with whom Jan had flirted. Her dress was silk, and she had left her home and walked a good distance… believing Jan to be in love with her.
Nadja appeared beyond speech, and in her place, Julianna fought to force one of her own feet to move. It did. The other foot followed.
Walking silently across the room, she kept her eyes on Jan as he watched her coming. He looked as if he was about to be sick, but he still did not push Gisele away. Instead, he was holding her up now.
Shaking his head, Jan whispered, “Julianna, don’t think… please don’t think—”
“Doreena,” Julianna interrupted, keeping her voice impassive. “This lady is weary and ill. Could you and Belle take her upstairs to a bed and bring her broth and tea?”
Her words broke the spell in the hall.
Doreena came bustling over. “Yes, yes, of course. Belle, come and help me! Sari, you fetch the broth and tea.” Reaching out, she took Gisele’s small shoulders in her hands. “Come, my dear. You need to lie down.”
For just an instant, Gisele allowed herself to be drawn away, and then she pulled free and clutched at Jan again. “No! I won’t be parted again!”
With his face nearly white, Jan suddenly picked her up as if she weighed no more than a kitten and started for the stairwell leading up. “Aunt Doreena, come with me,” he said over his shoulder. “Julianna… go up to my parents’ room. I’ll join you shortly.”
Then he was up the stairs and out of sight.
Julianna stared after him in silence, unable to think, unable to feel until something touched her shoulder. Turning, she found Zupan Cadell standing beside her with bleak eyes.
“Come, my girl, upstairs with Nadja and me… and Jan will join us shortly.
Somehow, again, Julianna put one foot in front of the other.
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
Jan was desperate after settling Gisele in his own bed, as he wasn’t about to put her in Julianna’s. He left her in his aunt’s care and went straight to his parents’ bedroom, knowing Julianna would be waiting there for him.
As of yet, he had no idea what he was going to say. If he’d ever been able to explain what he’d once done to Gisele, he’d have done it a long time ago.
Opening the door to his parents’ room, he was caught off guard at the sight of not only Julianna, but his mother and father as well. His father’s face was like a thundercloud, and his mother stared at him there in the doorway as if she didn’t know him.
“Jan,” she whispered.
Julianna didn’t look at him.
“Who is this woman?” his father demanded.
Jan wanted to back out, run, and hide until the right words came to him.
But he didn’t step out. With slow breath, he entered and closed the door.
“Gisele is the wife of Lieutenant Braeden, an Äntes nobleman who conscripted me,” he began quietly. “I couldn’t see a way out… couldn’t see a way to free myself… until we stopped for the night at his family manor. I talked my way in by promising to provide entertainment… music… card tricks… and then saw his wife was young and how badly he treated her. I knew I’d be able to use her.”
“Use her?” his mother whispered, coming closer. “What do you mean?”
Jan closed his eyes. He’d never wanted anyone to know about this, about what he’d done. But the rest of his life was on the line now, and he had to try to explain.
“I made her believe I loved her and convinced her run away with me. When she went upstairs to pack, I told her husband what she was doing and, that unless he set me free, I’d make sure everyone in the house, including the other officers, knew that his wife had agreed to run away with a half Móndyalítko peasant.” Jan stared at a spot on the wall. “He’s a proud man. I knew he could never allow that to happen… so he let me go.”
“And you just abandoned the girl,” Cadell asked. “You left her to face her husband?”
“I had to,” Jan stated flatly, still not looking at anyone. “I had to get home… to all of you.”
“How did she know where you live?” Julianna asked.
“I told her that my father was the vassal of the keep here. I needed to convince her that I could take care of her.”
The words coming out of his own mouth were making him ill, but these three people, the people who he loved most had not been there. They could not possibly understand what he’d faced and that he would have done anything to escape.
Anything.
“So now she’s run away from her husband and come to find you,” his mother asked, “thinking that you’d been sent away against your will and that you indeed still love her?”
“I don’t know what she…” he snapped, and then realized there was no avoiding this. “Yes,” he bit off.
“We’ll have to cancel the wedding tomorrow,” Julianna said.
“What?” His head jerked toward her as anger flooded through him. “No! I won’t have you use this as an excuse to punish both of us!”
“Do you wish for that young woman to have arrived here,” she asked, “believing you’re deeply in love with her… after leaving her husband and her home, only to witness your wedding?”
Her voice was so small and hurt that his anger gave way to fear.
“I didn’t have a choice, Julianna. It was the only way I could see to escape.”
When she didn’t answer, he ran a hand over his face, and silence hung too long in the room.
“Maybe you’re right… about the timing,” he said. “The ceremony should be postponed.”
“Yes,” Julianna whispered. “Postponed.”
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
The following morning, out in the courtyard of the keep, Julianna walked slowly beneath a piece of canvas stretched between two Móndyalítko wagons. A number of small tables had been set along each side of the space, just as she had requested. As only a few people yet knew that the wedding would be cancelled, there were vases of autumn wildflowers on every table, along with various little bells that had come from the Móndyalítko themselves.
Julianna had learned it was a Móndyalítko custom after a wedding for people to ring the bells in celebration.
Now… those bells would stay silent.
She still didn’t know what to think or how to feel, although she had learned a few things between last night and this morning.
Doreena had related that when she undressed Gisele, she’d found numerous bruises and other injuries on the young woman. Someone had been beating her where it would not show. Gisele had escaped by waiting until her husband left for an overnight trip to Enêmûsk. She’d convinced a few of the house guards to take her into the local village for errands. After entering a shop alone, she’d managed to slip out the back and run for the forest with nothing but the clothes on her back. She had walked for days—and nights—to reach Chemestúk.
This must have taken courage.
Julianna felt no anger or hatred or blame toward Gisele, but that didn’t alter the fact that everything was different now. Perhaps it wouldn’t be if she’d pressed Jan much sooner about how he had managed to free himself. Her mind slipped back to the day he’d returned—after having been conscripted.
She’d run down the road to meet him.
Did you… did anyone else escape with you? She had asked.
No. I was only able to… and I had to do something… awful… to get free.
She should have pressed him right then, but she feared that maybe he’d killed someone and didn’t wish to ever tell her. She should have realized he would have been forced to fall back on his real strengths.
Of course she could forgive him for using one of the few skills he possessed: making women fall in love with him. From everything Gisele had told Aunt Doreena, the young woman was not a fool if she’d managed to escape her own guards, and yet Gisele believed without a shadow of doubt that Jan loved her deeply. In the span of a single evening, he’d convinced her so completely that she’d risked leaving everything behind out of faith in him.
Was it possible that Julianna had fallen for the same lie?
No, Jan loved her… didn’t he?
She wanted to weep. Why had Gisele come last night of all nights?
Julianna looked back toward the keep, wondering if she should go inside. She knew she’d need to make a formal announcement that the ceremony had been cancelled. Maybe Zupan Cadell would do it? She hadn’t seen Jan since she’d left him the night before and gone to her room to cry herself to sleep.
“Julianna!”
She turned to look toward the courtyard’s gate. One of the village boys, Gideon ran toward her. He was about twelve and quite skinny, with crooked teeth and hair that stood up in the front, but Julianna had always found him quick witted.
“Get everyone inside,” he shouted as he neared. “Soldiers in yellow tabards are in the village, but now they’re coming up here now!”
Whirling, Julianna ran to the nearest wagon and pounded on the door. “Wake up! Everyone, get inside the keep! There are soldiers coming!” Looking over her shoulder, she ordered, “Gideon, run and tell the guards in the barracks.”
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
Jan walked down the stairs to the main hall of the keep, uncertain he was up to facing anyone but knowing he couldn’t hide all morning. With Gisele in his bed, he’d slept on the floor of what had been once been a room for servants.
He’d not slept well.
Upon entering the hall, the first person he saw was his father staring back at him with disappointed eyes. Well aware that he’d never win his father’s approval, he found that it really didn’t matter; but he had to fix this.
Jan looked away and around the hall for Julianna, for only she mattered.
As of yet, he had no idea what he was going to do about Gisele, but he’d think about that later today. Right now, he needed to know Julianna still loved and trusted him. As long he knew that, he could deal with anything.
Finishing his scan, he realized she wasn’t here. Only his parents and Aunt Doreena were present, along with a few hired servants from the village who were laying out breakfast.
Could Julianna still be in her room? That wasn’t like her. She was an early riser by nature, but this was hardly a typical morning.
He was about to cross the hall to speak to his mother when a loud banging echoed from the open archway leading in from the passage to the front doors. Numerous voices and running feet came next, and then Julianna and Gideon dashed through the archway, followed by Rico, Uncle Rosario, the keep’s six hired guards, and the rest of the Móndyalítko.
“Soldiers…” Julianna panted, “in yellow tabards… riding up from the village.”
Jan went cold. The Äntes wore yellow tabards.
“Jan! Rico! Bar the front doors,” his father ordered. “Rosario come with me up to the tower. Everyone else get below into the cellars.”
Startled into action, Jan raced for the front doors with Rico on his heels. Over the summer, his father had made some improvements to the keep. With the outer wall crumbling, there was no point to fixing the broken gate, and the cost of fixing the wall was far outside of their yearly stipend. Instead, Cadell had installed two sets of iron brackets on each side of main doors, and he’d had two beams made from solid oak.
Skidding to a stop in the main entryway, Jan pointed left. “Rico, grab that side.”
Together, they hefted the first beam into the top pair of brackets and then the second beam into the lower ones. Then they heard pounding hoof beats outside in the courtyard.
Panting, Rico looked to Jan. “Now what?”
Jan glanced up the passage before answering. “Up to the tower to join our fathers. I want to see what’s happening.”
With a knot growing in his stomach, he had a terrible feeling he already knew, though he hoped he was wrong. This could be a coincidence. Anything was possible. Running up the passage ahead, he led the way through an interior narrow arch into a stairwell that went up several stories. They both came out onto the turret of the keep’s single tower to find their fathers already peering down over the keep’s front.
Cadell and Uncle Rosario leaned out between the stone “teeth” or merlons of the turret. Then Jan saw the men weren’t alone. Julianna had disobeyed the order to go below, and she looked back to Jan.
“How many?” he asked instantly.
“I count ten,” she answered in a hush. “One is about to try the doors.”
Jan crept toward her with Rico following, and he leaned out between two merlons just far enough to look downward. The tower stretched up three stories in height above the two-level keep, but that still left Jan with a clear view of the courtyard and everyone in it.
There nine men on horseback near the front doors. A tenth horse stood without a rider, and Jan heard pounding on the doors, which he couldn’t see from above.
“Open up!” a voice ordered. “In the name of Prince Rodêk!”
Jan’s father leaned out a little too far and called down in a booming voice, “I serve Prince Rodêk, and I don’t know you!”
Booted footsteps sounded as the leader of the contingent below stepped away from the doors and came into view as he looked up.
Jan quickly jerked backward out of sight as his breath caught in his chest. One glimpse of the tall man with sandy colored hair and a clean-shaven face was all he needed to confirm his initial fear.
He’d have recognized Lieutenant Braeden, Gisele’s husband, anywhere.
As Jan dropped low behind a merlon, he found Julianna watching him.
“Who are you?” Braeden shouted up.
“The prince’s appointed vassal of this keep,” Cadell shouted back. “Who in the seven hell’s are you?”
Jan’s father was not easily intimidated. Unfortunately, neither was Lieutenant Braeden. He was probably the most arrogant man Jan had ever met.
“If you’re the vassal, then I’m here to arrest your son,” Braeden called.
“On what grounds?”
“Desertion.”
“Ridiculous! The Äntes and the Väränj have declared peace.”
“You will turn over my wife… and your son, or I will take action.”
The knot in Jan’s stomach grew. Apparently, Braeden had no intention of arguing the point, and he would have known right where to ride to find Gisele.
Uncle Rosario leaned out an opening between two of the merlons. “Jan’s not here,” he called down. “He was conscripted last spring and never returned, the gods rot you! And we’ve never seen your wife, so if you’ve lost her, that’s your affair.”
Braeden was silent for a moment and then spoke in a voice that carried. “You are a liar. I’ve already questioned your villagers. A young woman with red-gold hair arrived last night, and she would have only come here for that half-blood deserter. Bring them both out immediately or you will regret it.”
Jan went cold as he looked to Julianna. He—and she—knew what “questioned” meant. Braeden had been torturing people in the village… because of Jan.
When Jan looked up, his father was speechless. Uncle Rosario scowled. Both likely reasoned what had happened in the village.
“What’s he doing now?” Rosario whispered, looking down again.
When Jan’s father didn’t answer immediately, he couldn’t help rising and trying to peer down without being seen from below. Two soldiers had dismounted and were using flints to light torches as Braeden pointed to the four Móndyalítko wagons.
“Bring out my wife and the deserter or I’ll burn those wagons. Then I’ll start on your stables.”
Julianna gasped, and Jan found breathing difficult. The wagons were the only homes his Móndyalítko mother’s family possessed… and their horses were in the stable. Braeden was about to destroy everything they owned.
“Touch those wagons, and I’ll have you brought up on charges!” Cadell shouted. “They belong to guests of the keep, and this keep and its holdings are the property of Prince Rodêk.”
But even from this height, Jan could see a sheen of fury on Braeden’s face. The lieutenant was beyond reason, beyond fear for himself, and he pointed to the largest of the wagons—Rosario and Doreena’s.
“Burn that one,” he ordered his men with the torches before looking up again. “When the stables are gone, I’ll start on the village.”
The village.
“Stop!” Jan called, leaning out so he could be seen. “I’m here! I’m coming down! Just get your men away from the wagons.”
“No!” Julianna cried. “Jan, you can’t.”
He ignored her, watching Braeden. The tall lieutenant hadn’t called off his men, and he once more faced the wagons, as if his lust for revenge, for destruction had reached a boiling point, and he didn’t want to stop.
“Burn those wagons,” Jan shouted, “and I’ll stay in here with Gisele until the end of time!”
“Halt,” Braeden ordered his men, and finally, he looked up at Jan.
The hate in his eyes was clear.
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
For Julianna, what followed was like something out of a nightmare from which she couldn’t awaken. Jan ran down the stairs and the rest of them followed, and then Rico helped him unbar the front doors.
All Julianna could do was watch.
The instant the front doors were unbarred, two Äntes soldiers shoved them open and grabbed Jan to drag him outside and tie his hands. They searched him for weapons, removed a dagger from his right boot, and he didn’t even struggle. Worse, she couldn’t understand why Zupan Cadell, Rosario, and Rico were allowing all this to happen.
Why hadn’t they called up the rest of the men? The keep had six of its own guards in the cellars below. Why weren’t they fighting? Why didn’t Rico turn himself into a great cat and attack those two soldiers gripping Jan?
“Where is my wife?” Lieutenant Braeden bit off as if the words were difficult to say.
“She’s inside,” Cadell answered. “Upstairs in bed. I’ll have her brought down.”
Before anyone could move, Braeden swept an arm forward and two more of his men pushed in past Cadell and down the passage.
“Please,” Julianna begged, unable to keep silent. “The lady is ill. Let me get her. Let me tell her what’s happening.”
But the lieutenant ignored her and both his men strode down the passage.
“What will happen to Jan?” she demanded.
Now that she’d spoken, she couldn’t seem to stop.
This time, Braeden glanced at her and then Cadell before answering. “He’ll be taken to Enêmûsk and hanged… as a lesson for any would-be deserters.”
“Hanged,” Julianna gasped. “But the war is over!”
Braeden appeared to enjoy this. “The war wasn’t over when he deserted, and he embarrassed the captain in charge of our contingent. As soon as Captain Oakes learns I have the deserter in my custody and I remind him of what happened, I will have no trouble getting a death warrant signed.”
Jan offered no reaction at all, and neither did Cadell. Julianna didn’t understand any of this.
Two saddled horses were led out of the stable, and then Julianna heard an anguished cry echo up the front passage. She turned to see the two soldiers who’d entered the keep now dragging Gisele toward the front doors… wearing nothing but a borrowed nightgown.
“No! No!” Gisele was screaming, struggling wildly to break free. When the men pulled her outside and she saw Jan in custody and being led toward the two extra saddled horses, she stopped fighting and her face lost all expression.
“No,” she whispered one last time.
The lieutenant glared at her with a hatred that bordered on madness as the sheen on his face glistened in the morning light.
“Sir, please,” Julianna begged again, hoping he might listen. “At least let me fetch the lady a cloak. Enêmûsk is days away, and you’ll be sleeping outdoors. Please, just wait for me to get her a cloak!”
He behaved as she hadn’t spoken, and one of the soldiers lifted Gisele onto a horse.
Jan climbed up into a saddle and took the reins with his bound hands. He looked over at Julianna, and she clenched her own hands in frustration. Braeden barked an order to pull out, and all twelve horses broke into a trot, passing through the gate and down the road.
Julianna stood there sucking in harsh breaths, unable to believe what had just happened.
Jan was gone.
Zupan Cadell watched the contingent riding away for a few long moments.
Behind him, Rosario asked, “How long do we wait?”
“Midday,” Cadell answered. “Give them a good head start, and we’ll make sure they’re well away from our fiefdoms. No one will connect them to us if they vanish.”
Julianna blinked, uncertain what she was hearing.
Cadell turned around and looked at Rico. “You can track them?”
Rico nodded. “I can track them.”
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
Shortly before mid-day, Julianna walked out the main doors of the keep and headed straight for the stable. For the first time in her life, she was about to make a demand of Zupan Cadell… and she wasn’t taking no for an answer.
Her preparations had been simple and quick. She’d cut away the bottom of an old wool dress so that it only reached her knees, and then she’d donned a pair of boy’s pants, boots, and a well-worn cloak.
Upon reaching the door to the stable, she took a deep breath and entered—with a fairly good idea what she’d find inside.
Six horses had been saddled and six men moved about inside preparing for a journey. The size of the group made sense—large enough to get Jan back while small enough to travel swiftly.
Zupan Cadell, Rosario, and Rico were packing supplies into saddlebags. Rosario appeared enormous inside the stable, and she hoped his horse would be able to carry him. Guardsman Klayton and two of the keep’s other hired men, Logan and Sawyer, were discussing weapons. The three of them wore swords, but they seemed to be choosing options for the others.
“Get Zupan Cadell a crossbow and a dagger,” Klayton said. “He’s never used a sword.”
As Julianna stepped in, Cadell glanced at her, looked around at the others, and then looked back with a frown at the sight of her pants and boots.
“What do you think you’re—?”
“I’m coming,” she answered before he could finish asking.
At that, both Rosario and Rico looked over at her. She couldn’t tell what either one was thinking.
Cadell’s face went red, and he sputtered, “No, you are not! You’re staying right here with Nadja. Jan’s already been taken, and I’ll not have her losing the both of you.”
“I’m coming,” she said quietly. “I want a horse and a small crossbow.”
His face still red, Cadell strode straight at her, but she didn’t flinch and she didn’t budge.
“If you try to leave without me,” she added, “I’ll wait until you’re gone and come after you.”
He stopped in his tracks.
“Father,” she said. She’d never called him that before, even though he’d been a father to her. “It’s Jan. I’m coming.”
“Let her come,” Rico put in.
Before the zupan could say anything more, Julianna turned to Guardsman Klayton and repeated, “I want a crossbow.”
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
Jan rode behind Gisele all day, heading west toward Enêmûsk. By nightfall, she was swaying atop her horse to the point that he feared she would fall.
Finally, Braeden called a halt and ordered his men off the road so they could make camp.
Jan’s thoughts hadn’t stopped churning all day, but as of yet, he hadn’t come up with a plan to save himself or Gisele.
Back at the keep, his only goal had been to stop Braeden’s men from burning the wagons and the stable and then likely the village. He’d not thought a moment beyond that. Now, he couldn’t stop seeing Julianna’s stunned face as she’d watched him mount up in the courtyard with his wrists bound.
This should have been the happiest of days for her, and he’d made it one of the worst.
It also embarrassed him that he’d been relieved when she’d shouted “No!” upon his decision to turn himself over. She’d have watched Braeden burn the wagons instead. That meant she still loved him. But he couldn’t have let the wagons be burned. Once she’d had a moment to think rationally, she would have realized this.
“Günter! Terome!” Braeden called. “Get a fire going. Jacon, see to the horses. Sergeant Cullen, you guard the prisoner.”
He continued giving orders as camp was set up, but he neither mentioned nor looked at Gisele, who still sat shivering on her horse, wearing nothing but a nightgown as she clutched her mount’s mane to keep from falling.
Jan wondered what would happen if he dismounted and tried to help her.
The problem was solved for him as a late-middle aged soldier with a graying, close-trimmed beard walked swiftly over to her and reached up with both hands.
“My lady,” he said. “Try to put your hands on my shoulders, but otherwise don’t assist me. Let me lift you down.”
The mix of pain and pity in his voice startled Jan.
“Cullen,” Gisele whispered.
The man was old enough to be her father, and his expression held a fatherly countenance as he lifted her down and carried her to tree stump a few paces away.
“Sit here, my lady. I’ll have the fire built close by.”
Once she was seated, he stripped off his cloak and wrapped it around her.
“Can you hold the front closed?” he asked.
Her exhausted eyes seemed to clear, and she looked up at him. “What about you? Won’t you be cold without your cloak?”
“I’ll be fine, my lady. Old soldiers like me don’t get cold.”
Still mounted, Jan wondered what to do—what he would be allowed to do. Slowly, he swung his leg over and dismounted, standing beside the horse.
Another soldier, this one younger with a pockmarked face, walked by Cullen and Gisele, and his lips curled back into a sneer. “I wouldn’t waste my cloak on a faithless strumpet, Sergeant, and the lieutenant won’t thank you for it.”
Cullen turned quickly and his eyes narrowed. Just as fast, a third soldier—this one tall with broad shoulders and dark hair—strode at the one who’d spoken.
“Close your mouth, Günter,” he snapped, “or I’ll break it! And get away from her.”
The pockmarked one opened his mouth but thought better of any retort and walked away.
The dark-haired soldier leaned down. “Forgive me, my lady. I’ll not let you hear such words again.”
Gisele met his gaze. “Thank you, Corporal Rowan, but do not trouble yourself. I have no wish for you displease my husband. Cullen already risks himself enough.”
Rowan straightened, glowered in Braden’s direction, and then walked off to help gather firewood.
Suddenly… Jan realized there was a dissention in the ranks here. Some of the men were loyal to Lady Gisele and angry at the treatment she was receiving. It took him a moment to absorb this, but it made some sense. As a lieutenant for Prince Rodêk during the civil dispute, Braeden had probably been away from home a good deal, and Gisele had shown herself to be kind. Some of these men had to have been guarding Braeden’s family manor and probably dealt more with her in recent years than with him. She was their “lady”—theirs to protect.
There were also soldiers here like that Günter, who walked by and cast Gisele looks of contempt and disgust. They had likely been afield with their lieutenant and, like him, considered her a “faithless strumpet” for having run off.
Jan’s thoughts began racing again as he stored all of this away until he could think of a way to use it. Could he play one side against the other? As of yet, he didn’t see how, but he couldn’t continue to simply stand here, and he caught Sergeant Cullen’s eye.
“May I sit?” he asked, motioning to the stump.
Cullen frowned, and Jan couldn’t help noticing how well trimmed the man kept his graying beard. He was particular about appearances. Finally, Cullen nodded and pointed to the far side of the stump.
“Over here. Well away from my lady.”
“Could you get me a drink of water?” Gisele asked him.
Cullen glanced once at Jan but appeared to decide there was nowhere to run—or at least not to get far. “Of course. I’ll be right back.” He headed toward the horses.
With a sigh, Jan walked over to the stump and sat down.
“Thank you,” he told Gisele. He had a feeling that she’d sent Cullen off on purpose.
Gisele didn’t answer, and Jan sighed again.
“I’m sorry about this,” he said. “You must believe me. I’d never have turned you back over to… him, but he was threatening… my people, my family.”
Still, she didn’t speak. Perhaps she was wondering why he made apologies and spoke of his family. Did she still believe he was mad with love for her? The thought filled him with guilt. Then again, why would she think anything else? He hadn’t told her the truth.
“I know,” she whispered, her head tilted forward so that her red-gold hair covered half her face.
“You know?” he repeated, confused.
“Your aunt told me today was to be your wedding day… to that girl, the tall one.”
Jan said nothing. What could he say?
“So it’s true?” she asked, “What my husband told me? You played me for a fool, tricked me into agreeing to go with you, only so could you threaten to humiliate him? To make him let you go?”
“I was desperate. I never would have hurt you.”
“You let him hurt me instead… and still I didn’t care. I thought someone loved me, wanted me.”
His stomach clenched, and a part of him wanted to walk away. He had no wish to sit here and listen to an account of his sins. Somehow, he stayed. She deserved that much.
“I’d have done something else, anything else, if I could have,” he said.
She didn’t respond.
“In my case, it was all for nothing anyway,” he added. “Your husband plans to hang me. I don’t think he’ll go that far with you.”
“With me?” She looked up and her hair fell back so he could see her face. “No, he wants to hide that this ever happened. No one besides these nine soldiers will ever know where he went or why. He wants his lady to grace his table and play hostess to his guests. I won’t be hanged or quietly strangled in some back room. He won’t release me with death. He’ll punish me in his own good time.”
When no answer worth speaking came to Jan, he leaned over and put his face in his hands.
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
Julianna rode directly behind Zupan Cadell all afternoon with the others in their group behind her. They passed through several villages but didn’t slow once. By nightfall, Julianna expected to make camp. Instead, Cadell slowed his mount and looked over his shoulder.
“Rico, you take the lead.”
Julianna pulled up her horse—a good-natured bay gelding—while Rico rode past and to the front, and they continued west. Strangely, she wasn’t even tired, and now that they were going after Jan, she didn’t want to stop. She just wanted him back.
Soon, she lost track of time as the night grew darker and darker.
Without warning, Rico held up one hand as he pulled in his mount. His body was rigid as he stared straight ahead.
“Off the road,” he said.
All seven of them steered their horses into the trees on the road’s north side, and Julianna waited to see what would happen next. Everyone began to dismount, so she did too, realizing how stiff her body had become only after her feet touched the ground.
Rico pulled off his shirt and handed it to his father. “I’ll find their camp. I won’t be long.”
Without another word, he vanished into the forest.
Julianna knew why he’d removed his shirt and suspected that he’d waited to transform due to her presence. Once he was alone, he’d finish undressing and shift into a great cat with a much stronger sense of smell and hearing—and greater speed.
Guardsman Klayton asked, “What now?”
“Set up camp,” Cadell answered. “Rico will locate their position, but we won’t take action tonight. We’re still too close to Chemestúk.”
“How long is the journey to Enêmûsk?” Julianna asked.
Cadell patted her arm once. “At least three days. Don’t worry. We have time.”
Disappointed, she nodded. She’d thought they would have Jan back by tonight, but the wiser part of her knew Cadell was right. Saving Jan was going to involve shedding Äntes blood, and any bodies found later could not be connected to the vassal of Chemestúk Keep. Cadell was responsible for the welfare of five fiefdoms, and before his appointment, many peasants had suffered from neglect and from having no one to speak for them.
Cadell was too essential to lose.
Ever skilled at accepting the situation at hand, Julianna turned to helping with camp. While Klayton and Guardsman Sawyer saw to the horses, Guardsman Logan began collecting firewood. She and Rosario dug through the packs to try and put together some dinner. They hadn’t even finished when Rico reappeared from trees, slipping into camp wearing his pants and carrying his boots. He pointed west.
“They’ve made camp on the other side of the road. Most are asleep with only two on watch.”
Cadell nodded. “Good. They’ll probably do the same tomorrow night.”
“What if they stay in a village instead?” Julianna asked.
“They won’t. Braeden wants to keep all of this a secret, at least the part concerning Gisele. He won’t risk some innkeeper asking questions or spreading rumors about a lieutenant tracking down his runaway wife.”
“Did you see Jan?” she asked Rico.
“Yes, he seems well, but now his feet are tied as well as his hands.”
No one else said anything and, with little else to do, Julianna turned back to breaking out supplies while Rosario and Cadell moved away to pick a spot for a small campfire. Rico crouched beside Julianna.
“You can’t blame Jan for being what he is,” he said suddenly, catching her off guard.
Blinking a few times, she stared into his face. His features were so much Jan’s, and yet… he didn’t look like Jan. There was no humor in his face, no charm; it was locked in a perpetually serious state.
She suddenly became aware that all the others in the camp were either too busy or too far away to hear anything she and Rico might say to each other.
“I don’t blame him,” she whispered back, feeling defensive.
Rico studied her with his black eyes. “I picked Lydia because she is the only woman I’ve met who will never expect me to be anything other than what I am. She will not wake up in a year or two and expect me to be a man who laughs or to engage in long talks about feelings.”
These last words made Julianna realize that in the time she’d known Rico—over three moons—he and she had never talked before. He must want to express something quite badly.
“Jan will always turn the heads and hearts of women,” he continued. “It means little to him now, but it is part of who he is. He cannot help it.”
Julianna dropped her gaze. “I want a husband, Rico. I don’t want a prize that I’m going to have to defend or fight for again and again.”
“I’m a year older than him and I’ve known him since he was born,” he said softly. “I’ve seen him with other women, and I’ve seen him with you.”
Rico somehow lowered his head in his crouch, staring at her as if the cat within now watched her.
“You’ll never have to fight anyone for him,” he murmured. “And he will never give you a reason to do so.”
Without knowing why, Julianna gripped the fingers of his hand dangling over one bent knee, and she held them hard.
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
The following late afternoon, during the long day’s ride, Jan let his gaze drop to his horse’s mane as he let his mind drift. Between last night and today, he’d noted some things regarding the nine Äntes soldiers with Braeden.
Four of them appeared loyal to Giselle and unhappy with the treatment she was receiving. Sergeant Cullen and Corporal Rowan were the only ones openly attempting to care for—and protect— her as best they could without offending Braeden. But Jan was good at reading faces, and two other men made no secret of their discomfort with their weary lady being treated like a prisoner on a forced ride… wearing nothing but a nightgown and a loaned cloak.
However, the other five Äntes soldiers appeared fanatically loyal to Braeden and seemed to view Gisele as getting exactly what she deserved.
As of yet, Jan hadn’t seen a way to use this divide among the men, but his thoughts kept turning.
The sound of a soft thump broke his concentration, and he looked up.
At first, all he saw was a riderless horse in front of him, and then he saw that Gisele had fallen from her horse onto the road. She’d been ill and exhausted when the journey started, and Jan had wondered how long she’d able to ride.
When she didn’t move, he almost called out her name, but then stifled himself, fearing any open concern on his part might only make things worse for her.
The pockmarked Guardsman Günter was riding in front of her. He turned his horse and looked down in what appeared to be disgust.
“Sir?” he called.
Braeden pulled up his horse and glanced back, frowning. After hesitating a moment, he turned his mount and rode back, stopping a few paces from where Gisele lay and looking down at her.
“Get up,” he ordered.
Her eyes were closed, and she didn’t move.
Jan clenched his teeth to hold in a stream of profanity. Again, anything he tried to do to help Gisele would only make things worse for her.
“I said, get up,” Braeden repeated coldly.
“Sir,” a voice called.
Sergeant Cullen had been riding at the back. Now, off his horse, he strode up and dropped down beside Gisele. “She is too weary to ride, sir.” He lifted her off the ground. “I can hold her in front of myself on my horse.”
By then, everyone had halted, and a number of the men turned their mounts around and were watching.
Braeden stared down impassively at Cullen as if he didn’t care where Gisele rode so long as the contingent moved on. Without a word, he wheeled his horse and headed back toward the front.
Cullen’s eyes followed, glowing with anger.
Then Jan looked over at Corporal Rowan and the other two men who’d shown pity for Gisele. Their faces were tense, jaw muscles tight, in an effort not to betray open hatred for a superior.
The situation was heating up without Jan having lifted a finger yet. He began to think that a set plan might not be necessary. He would simply need to wait and watch and know when to act.
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
That night, not long past darkness, Julianna stood beside her horse with her hands clenched. They were hiding in the trees on the north side of the road, and their only light source was a single glowing candle lantern on the ground. A short while ago, Cadell had sent Rico to locate Lieutenant Braeden’s camp. She had no idea how what would happen then… but she knew tonight they would take action.
She barely caught the sound of soft footfalls before Rico emerged between two nearby trees. His black hair was a tangled mess and, like the previous night, he wore only his pants and carried his boots.
Rosario handed him his shirt. “Well?”
Cadell, Klayton, Logan, and Sawyer gathered around to listen.
“Their camp’s not far,” Rico answered, sounding slightly troubled, “on the same side of the road as us. But the arrangement is different. Two guards on watch are inside the camp instead of on its outskirts, so we can’t take them out quietly. No matter what we do, all the soldiers will be alerted instantly.”
Julianna breathed quietly, trying to stay calm. She knew Cadell had hoped to even the odds a bit before invading the camp.
“But you saw Jan?” she asked. “He’s still safe?”
Rico nodded once.
Rosario crouched and drew a circle in the dirt. “Give us an idea of who is where.”
Rico crouched as well. “The soldiers on watch are here and here.” He pointed to the east and west sides of the circle. “Braeden is lying near the fire with three sleeping men close by. The other four are sleeping here around Gisele.” He pointed to the camp’s south side. “And Jan is not far from them, with his hands and feet bound again.”
After hearing this, Cadell walked to his horse and pulled something from one of the saddlebags. When he came back, he held pieces of black fabric.
“We cannot let Braeden live. He will only come after Jan again and again. I saw madness in his face. But if we can cause enough confusion that the soldiers don’t understand what’s happening… and Jan just manages to escape, we might be able to avoid killing some of the others.” He glanced around. “I don’t like the idea of killing men who are only following orders.”
“I don’t either,” Guardsman Klayton agreed with a sigh. “Though we must be prepared to kill if necessary.”
“Of course,” Cadell agreed impatiently, fiddling with the pieces of fabric. “We’ll kill anyone we have to. They took Jan. But we can at least disguise ourselves. Rosario, take off that vest. It is too memorable.” He paused. “Before we left home, Nadja made each of us one of these.” Lifting a piece of the black fabric, he pulled it over his head.
Watching curiously, Julianna drew in a loud breath when she soon saw only his eyes. It was a black hood with two holes.
“Masks?”
“Like bandits,” he answered. “But we need to do more than hide our faces. This cannot look as if we are attacking with the purpose of rescuing Jan.”
“Who kills Braeden?” Klayton asked suddenly.
From his tone, Julianna thought he might be volunteering.
“I will,” Rico answered, staring down the sketch in the dirt.
Julianna knew he meant to transform for the attack. She glanced at Klayton, Logan, and Sawyer, but no one else bothered to explain anything about Rico. She realized someone must have already told them about his… ability. Cadell and Rosario would never allow them to be surprised in the middle of the fight.
“Uncle Cadell,” Rico continued, “I think you and Julianna should remain hidden in the trees. Just before the attack, you two can use your crossbows to wound the men on watch.” He looked up at Julianna. “Can you aim well enough to hit a man in shoulder?”
“I think so.” She nodded. “Yes.”
“The instant that happens, I’ll charge into the camp,” he went on. “I’ll kill Braeden first, if I can, and that will panic the rest. We cannot give them a moment to think. Klayton, Logan, and Sawyer, you follow once their attention turns inward on me.” He looked to Rosario. “Father, run for Jan, cut him loose, and he’ll know what to do. As soon as he is free, we need to break off and vanish… so long as we’ve caused enough wounds and terror that we won’t be followed right away.”
“What about Gisele?” Julianna asked.
“Without Braeden, she might be better off where she is,” Klayton answered.
“You don’t know that.”
“Jan will know,” Rico interrupted. “If she’s in danger from the soldiers, he’ll grab her before he runs.”
“Oh…” Julianna began but didn’t finish. She hadn’t thought of that.
Rosario looked around. “We’re in agreement then? We try Rico’s plan?”
With his eyes on the dirt sketch, Cadell nodded. “Rico won’t need a mask, but the rest of you take one now.”
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
Jan’s wrists and ankles were bound tightly. He had no blanket or cloak where he sat on the cold ground. Thankfully, he’d been given a cup of water and a few bites of jerked beef earlier. Perhaps Braeden didn’t wish him to die of thirst before he could be hanged.
Gisele lay near Sergeant Cullen, wrapped in his cloak, and she hadn’t spoken all evening.
Jan wondered if she’d eaten anything, though in worrying about her, he was growing more concerned for himself. From bits and pieces he’d heard from the soldiers, they were about a day and a half from Enêmûsk, and so far, he’d seen no opportunity to escape.
Closing his eyes, he again saw Julianna’s bleak, frightened face in the courtyard of the keep when he’d been taken. He couldn’t allow that to be his last memory of her… nor her last memory of him.
There had to be some way out of this.
A part of him knew he should lie down and try to sleep. Around the camp, most of the men were lying on the ground, wrapped in their cloaks. Only Günter and another of Braeden’s sycophants were standing watch, one on the west side of camp and the other on the east.
Jan found he was absently biting his fingernails and took his bound hands away from his mouth.
He wondered what Julianna was thinking, alone in her bed at the keep.
Suddenly, Günter cried out.
An instant later, so did the other guard on watch.
Jan’s head swiveled back toward Günter as a crossbow quarrel appeared to sprout from the man’s right shoulder, and he dropped to his knees with a shocked cry. The other sentry suddenly fell backward, flopping down with a quarrel protruding from his chest.
Braeden and the other seven soldiers all stirred in confusion and shouts when an ear-splitting yowl smothered all other sounds.
Two breaths later a roar followed, much closer, and a great black cat the size of a small pony charged out of the darkness straight at Braeden.
Jan almost couldn’t believe the sight.
“Rico,” he breathed.
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
Julianna was hiding in the trees, waiting for Cadell to shoot. He was on the east side of the camp, aiming roughly in her direction at a pock-mocked soldier with a dour expression. She was on the west side of the camp, aiming her crossbow at the other soldier on watch. Then she realized she was holding her breath, unlike what Cadell had told her to do.
She’d tried to sound confident when she’d assured Rico she could do this, but she was not at all certain she could hit someone in the shoulder. The camp wasn’t large, so the distance wasn’t far, but she’d only fired a crossbow a few times in her life—and always in practice beside the zupan. She had a case with a few extra quarrels, and Klayton had helped to make sure she knew how to reload quickly.
She was determined not to miss on her first shot.
As she and Cadell had no way to signal each other, the plan was for her to fire immediately upon him hitting his target. They were both wearing their black hoods in case anything went wrong and they were seen.
With her crossbow cocked and aimed, she’d been ready when the pockmarked soldier cried out as Cadell’s quarrel hit him in the shoulder. Julianna aimed as carefully as she could and fired. The quarrel struck the second sentry in the chest, and he fell backward.
Julianna felt a sudden chill that she might have killed the man, though she was simply relieved she hadn’t missed. On instinct, she began cocking the crossbow to load another quarrel.
A yowling roar in the night made her flinch.
When a second roar came and faded, she had the crossbow cocked and reloaded. But when she looked up, too much was happening too quickly.
Rico charged into the camp in his great cat form. She’d seen him like this before, but the sight was still terrifying. When he snarled, his black fur blending with the darkness only made his fangs glow white. He went straight for Braeden.
The other three men sleeping nearby roused and tried to gather themselves, but it was too late. Men in black hoods rushed from the trees with swords drawn.
Klayton, Logan, and Sawyer charged in behind Rico at the soldiers around Braeden. And then… to Julianna’s shock, the pockmarked man that Cadell had shot suddenly dashed between Rico and Braeden with his sword drawn. He swung hard, catching Rico’s black form across the shoulder.
The blade instantly darkened in the night with blood.
An eerie, almost human cry of pain erupted from Rico.
He whirled on his haunches, stumbling on the wounded foreleg, and slashed up with his other paw. The pockmarked soldier’s throat darkened like his sword and he fell instantly. Rico stumbled again in trying to twist the other way, and by the low firelight, Julianna saw blood glistening on his wounded shoulder.
Klayton, Logan, and Sawyer had already engaged the three soldiers who’d been sleeping near Braeden, and a cacophony of clanking steel and grunts filled the camp.
Rosario burst from the trees in his black hood, a dagger in his hand, and made a run for Jan.
Only the span of a few blinks had passed.
Julianna looked back to Braeden, who was on the ground and now crab-stepping backward away from Rico. Rico wobbled and stumbled, seeming disoriented, and Braeden’s head turned as he spotted Rosario running for Jan.
Even without his vest, few men were as large as Rosario, and Julianna saw recognition in Braeden’s face… followed by a twist of manic rage.
The four Äntes soldiers who had been sleeping around Gisele were on their feet. But instead of rushing to help their comrades, they encircled her. Jan was tied near-by and Rosario was pounding in their direction on his large booted feet.
A middle-aged man with a close-trimmed beard among Gisele’s guard was grabbing for a sheathed sword that had been lying on the ground beside him, but he didn’t have time to pull the blade. So instead, moving almost faster than Julianna could see, he darted in front of Rosario, and using both hands, he swung hard with his sheathed weapon, catching Rosario across the face.
The impact snapped Rosario’s head aside with enough force to knock him off his feet.
“No!” Jan shouted, jerking at his bonds.
Julianna wanted to shout in fear and frustration. This was all going wrong, and she quickly looked back to Braeden.
The lieutenant ignored the savage fighting taking place around him and the bleeding, wounded great cat attempting to struggle toward him… and he stared only at Jan in hatred.
Braeden’s sword was on the ground, but he ignored it and jerked a dagger from its sheath on his hip as he ran toward Jan. Julianna’s panic increased. Braeden truly was mad. He cared for nothing anymore besides punishing Jan.
Jan’s eyes widened as he saw the crazed lieutenant coming toward him.
Without thinking, Julianna dashed out of the trees, running in behind the lieutenant as she shouted, “Braeden!”
Something in her voice must have struck him, for he skidded on one foot in looking back. As his head turned, she merely pointed the crossbow and fired.
The quarrel struck him in the right eye. His head snapped back. His body toppled and flopped upon the ground. Julianna stalled for one cold instant.
Braeden didn’t move, and she didn’t wait any longer.
Dropping the empty crossbow, she crouched and grabbed Braeden’s fallen dagger before running straight to Jan. He stared at her, beyond speech, as she knelt beside him and began slicing at his bonds.
From behind, she could still hear cries and grunts and snarls and clashing steel. A scream sounded, followed by the clatter and a thud of a fallen blade and body. She finished cutting the rope around Jan’s ankles and started on the one around his wrists. She had to get him free.
A woman’s voice shouted in the night. “Stop this now!”
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
Jan still reeled in disbelief at everything happening around him. Even with the hood over her head, he recognized Julianna’s form and voice, and she finally cut through the bonds on his wrists. When he got up, he saw Gisele standing on a fallen log with Cullen, Rowan, and her other two loyal guards gathered around her with their swords drawn.
Rosario was sitting up and groaning with one large hand against the side of his jaw.
Across the camp, Jan recognized his father’s shape, though he wore a black hood and was holding an empty crossbow as he stood over a large black cat struggling to stay on all fours. Rico had been wounded.
Three men wearing the rough wool tunics of the keep’s guard over their chain armor were panting and bleeding from various wounds, and the three soldiers who’d been sleeping near Braeden were now on the ground, dead or dying. One of them had a quarrel through his throat. Had Jan’s father come in from the trees and shot him?
The two men who’d been on watch were also dead, one shot in the chest. The other had a quarrel protruding from his shoulder, but his throat had been slashed by Rico.
Braeden lay prone and still, not far beyond Julianna with a quarrel standing upright through his one eye.
As Jan absorbed this, he realized that Braeden and all five of his loyal men were gone.
Gisele, however, was still standing on the fallen log with her men at the ready.
“You will stop!” she repeated, and her voice had never sounded so strong.
Everyone still on his or her feet stopped moving. Instead of looking at her husband or the carnage around her, Gisele looked to Cullen.
“Sergeant, do you and your men still wish to serve protecting Braeden manor?”
This was the last thing Jan had expected her to say, but it made sense. With their lieutenant—and lord—dead, their only other option would be to go to Enêmûsk and try to gain a place in one of Prince Rodêk’s contingents. That was a far riskier life in Droevinka than protecting a manor now left to a dead officer’s wife.
Without even looking at his men, or turning to face his lady, Sergeant Cullen nodded, though he kept his sword up, watching all those who had invaded the camp.
“Yes, my lady.”
“Then when we are asked,” Giselle added, “we will say that we were attacked by bandits along the road, and your lord was killed. We will take his body for proper burial, and you will resume your duties. Is this agreeable?”
Cullen turned hard eyes upon his fallen lord and then glanced around at those men who had stood with him in defense of their lady. Rowan nodded, followed by the other two.
“Yes, my lady,” Cullen answered.
Giselle, wearing nothing but a nightgown and with her hair hanging in a tangle around her, still looked and sounded like the great lady of a manor.
Jan didn’t have to wonder about the cause of this transformation. With Braeden dead, she was free.
Looking out over the camp, she called out, “Bandits… if you know what is good for you, flee. . . now.”
She knew exactly what was happening here and who they were. She was giving everyone a chance at an outcome with no more bloodshed. No one needed to be told twice.
Jan’s father reached down to help Rico, who struggled up, limping but able to walk on three legs. Rosario was on his feet next.
Everyone in a black hood began vanishing into the trees.
Jan felt someone grab his hand and pull him. Julianna led the way as they ran.
He believed that Gisele would be safe as the widowed lady of Braeden Manor with her own loyal guards. But he looked back one last time before the trees blocked his view, and he thought he saw one guard carefully assisting her down off the log.
Once he and Julianna were well inside the trees and alone, she slowed and pulled off her hood.
He could see the outline of her narrow face in the darkness, and he was still trying to take in the past few moments since the first Äntes soldier had been shot. Not only was Julianna here… but his father and Rosario and Rico.
Grasping Julianna, he held her in front of himself.
“You came after me,” he breathed.
“Of course we came after you.”
“You killed Braeden.”
“He was going to kill you.”
Jan didn’t know what to say to that and blurted out, “Do you still want to marry me?”
“What do you think?”
She was suddenly in his arms, holding him tightly, with her face pressed into his neck.
“Jan,” she whispered.
·     ·     ·     ·     ·
Six days later, Julianna stood facing Jan with a purple silk ribbon binding their wrists together. As vassal of the fiefdoms, Zupan Cadell conducted the ceremony himself.
“Do you, Julianna, swear to care for Jan, to protect his heart, to cleave only to him no matter what comes, all the days of your life?”
“I swear,” she promised.
“Do you, Jan, swear to care for Julianna, to protect her heart, to cleave only to her no matter what comes, all the days of your life?”
All humor and charm was absent from Jan’s face as leaned closer to her. “I swear.”
For an instant, with that utterly serious expression, he looked so much like Rico that it startled her. Then he smiled and was himself again. She smiled back.
“On this autumn day,” Cadell called out to everyone behind them, “I pronounce them husband and wife.”
Julianna turned to see the small crowd gathered under the canvas stretched between the two wagons. Among the guests were Nadja, Doreena, Rosario, Rico, and Belle. Rico’s arm was in a sling, as the wound he’d taken had been deep and required a great deal of stitching, but she thought he would heal.
As Jan turned beside her, his face glowed. A first cheer went up, growing in volume, and Julianna’s gaze turned to the tables set up with wildflowers. But all of the twelve small bells that had been placed there as well were already gone.
Julianna grasped Jan’s hand as the cheers grew louder among the gathering, along with their ringing of the bells… no longer silent.
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