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Scent Of A Man was inspired by a magazine article about men‘s fragrances, with a photo of a woman cuddled up to a guy, blissed out  on  his  scent.  Mmmm.  Definite  potential  for  a  paranormal story, there.  

I also love reading historicals, and I‘d just bought the reference book, Georgette  Heyer’s  Regency  World,  which  got  me  thinking that  it‘d  be  fun  to  write  a  manuscript  with  a  historical  flavor.  I decided to write a story that combined the two concepts. To make it  even  more  fun,  I  experimented  with  role-reversal,  making  my hero the inexperienced virgin 

In the beginning of the story, Joseph is the weaker character, in need of rescuing. And the woman he believes is his savior, Liliana, is the stronger, far more experienced character. These have a long journey ahead before they get their Happy Ever After! 

Since  it  won  From  The  Heart  Romance  Writers Golden Gateway Grand Prize for top scorer in first round judging, Scent Of  A  Man  has  undergone  a  bit  of  a  transformation  of  its  own. Thanks  to  my  amazing  editor‘s  suggestions  and  feedback,  it‘s morphed  from  a  fantasy  with  an  erotic  premise  that  was  never fully realized, to a fully-fledged erotic romance. I  hope  you enjoy the transformation! 

One  last  thing:  I  had  loads  of  fun  researching  old  names  and their  meanings  while  writing  this  story.  Just  about  all  of  the characters  mentioned  have  a  name  with  a  meaning  that  either suits their character or station in life, or is ironically the complete opposite. Check out the glossary at the end of the book for names, meanings and pronunciation. 

 

Cheers! 

Maree 




Chapter One 

 

Clouds  scudded  across  a  sickle  moon,  blanketing  its  meager light.  Barefoot  and  clad  in  a  man‘s  ragged  shirt  and  cut-off breeches,  Liliana  climbed  from  the  rowboat  and  slipped  into  the waist-deep water.  

Perath handed over her pack. ―Innana watch over you, Liliana,‖ he  said,  keeping  his  voice  barely  above  a  murmur  so  it  wouldn‘t carry.  ―Goddess  willing,  we  will  rendezvous  at  Saint  Augustine‘s Port.‖  

She  acknowledged  his  blessing  with  a  smile  and  a  whispered, ―Salacia  guide  you  and  protect  you  from  storms,  Captain.‖  Then she dismissed him from her mind.  

This was the first time she had set foot on Anglian soil, but she was hardly inclined to savor the moment. The instant the water‘s depth  allowed,  she  sprinted  for  cover.  She  remained  hidden  for some  time,  watching  for  any  who  might  have  witnessed  her arrival.  When  certain  she  was  safe  and  unobserved,  she  pulled boots and suitable clothing from her pack. While she dressed, she recalled the sketch she‘d been shown and wondered again whether Joseph Godwin, the young man she had been sent to retrieve, was as handsome as he‘d been portrayed.  

Phaugh. If the latest reports were accurate, there was no time to waste. Godwin was on the verge of ripening. She knew better than to fantasize about such a man. She heaved her backpack over her shoulder and vanished into the trees.  

**** 

The  aroma  of  a  woman‘s  arousal  flooded  Joseph‘s  senses, 
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enticing  him  from  a  deep  slumber.  Nimble  fingers  unlaced  his nightshirt.  He  shifted  restlessly,  shivered  as  soft  lips  brushed  his bared  chest,  and  gasped  at  the  unexpected  shock  of  a  fingernail flicking his nipple, teasing it erect.  

He‘d  fantasized  about  this  moment,  reaching  his  majority  and taking a virtuous young lady to wife and to his bed. He‘d dreamed of  it  from  the  moment  he‘d  first  spilled  his  seed  over  his  fine cotton sheets. A woman to do his bidding and relieve his needs— all his needs. A woman who would obey him, her master, without question. A woman of his own. A woman to own, to do with as he willed.  

The  heady  musk  saturating  the  room  tantalized  him,  excited him,  as  did  her  hot  panting  breaths.  The  scent  of  a  woman.  So seductive, and so very wicked. Evidence of a flagrant disregard for the  strict  tenets  governing  women.  He  should  reprimand  her, punish  her,  report  her  to  his  father,  the  Anglian  Council  Leader, but  her  perfume  overpowered  all  reason  and  righteous indignation. It curled through his senses, heightening his sensual awareness. It consumed him.  

Her  hand  slipped  down  his  belly,  curled  around  his  manhood, tightened to a fist. Joseph jerked reflexively, stifled a whimper as warm  wetness  lipped  down  his  belly  to  lave  the  tip  of  his  erect flesh. Losing himself in pleasure, he groaned aloud.  

The  animal-like  sound  echoed  through  the  room,  piercing  his sensory stupor and allowing reason to penetrate. This was wrong. This woman, this situation—wrong. 

He fought to free himself from the clutches of his delusion. And he  lay  panting  atop  his  mattress,  his  body  flushed  and  shaking, until  profound  relief  soothed  his  sleep-fuddled  mind.  Today  was his Birthing Day and he was still a virgin, still pure. He had not yet been given permission to take a wife.  
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It  was  a  dream.  And  oh,  what  a  dream  it  had  been.  To  have  a woman  put  her  mouth  on  him—did  he  dare  demand  that  of  her, the  virtuous  innocent  he  would  take  to  wife?  Would  she  dare commit  such  an  intimacy  if  he  asked  it  of  her?  Would  she  allow him  his  pleasure  or  be  so  revolted  that  she  would  risk  her reputation by disobeying him?  

He imagined confessing such a shameful, explicit dream to his priest,  and  a  rueful  smile  curved  his  lips.  The  poor  man  would have an apoplexy. Nay. This was a sin best kept between himself and  his  Maker.  Surely  the  Divine  Spirit  would  understand  that  a young  man  on  the  verge  of  choosing  a  wife  could  not  be  held morally responsible for such sinful delusions.  

He relaxed back into slumber.  

―Joseph.‖ His dream-woman‘s voice was a seductive purr, heavy with  a  want  and  need  that  mimicked  Joseph‘s  own,  and  so gloriously  enticing  that  it  almost  smothered  the  comprehension blossoming  in  his  mind.  And  then  her  work-roughened  hands roamed his body, skimming down his naked skin—  

Her work-roughened hands.  

His eyelids flew open and he froze. It was no dream. She was no product  of  his  fertile  imagination,  no  eager  lady  of  quality  he‘d conjured  to  fulfill  his  base  desires.  He  knew  her.  The  girl  in  his bed,  making  free  with  his  body,  was  the  housemaid  tasked  with lighting a fire in the grate at dawn. ―Bashima?‖  

Her  gaze  fixed  on  his  face,  heavy-lidded  and  knowing.  She licked her lips ever so slowly, tantalizing him.  

Joseph‘s  manhood  swelled  as  he  watched  her  tongue  moisten her  swollen  lips.  Sweet  Spirit  have  mercy  on  his  soul.  Even  this plain little wench was a temptation. It would be so easy to forget who he was and everything he stood for, to explore her forbidden female body and learn what it was to truly be a man. Bashima was 
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a  servant  and  obviously  willing  to  oblige  him.  He  could  use  her and then command her silence—even make her disappear if he so chose. Who would ever know?  

The Divine Spirit would know. And if for some unknown reason He chose not to smite him for his sins, Joseph‘s own father would not forgive such a crime. Giving in to such unholy lusts would alter him so profoundly that Lord Darien Godwin would take one look at him and know he had fallen from grace.  

Sickened  by  his  weakness,  this…  this  unconscionable flaw  of character  that  had  him  teetering  on  the  brink  of  forfeiting  his birthright  mere  hours  before  he  claimed  it,  he  shoved  the  girl away, spilling her from his bed.  

Bashima dragged herself to her feet. She swayed, her pale eyes guileless and dazed. She inhaled deeply, smiled—a dreamy, vague smile.  Her  hands  drifted  to  her  bodice,  flicking  open  the  buttons and  tugging  down  her  chemise  to  bare  startlingly  bountiful breasts.  

Joseph  crawled  swiftly  across  the  mattress  and  slapped  her hands away from her clothes. He felt his face burning as he tugged up her bodice, all the while attempting to avert his eyes and failing dismally.  ―Cover  yourself,  girl.  Have  you  no  shame?  What  if someone sees you?‖ What if someone saw him?  

Tears  pooled  in  her  eyes,  trailing  down  her  freckled,  homely cheeks. ―Do you not want to love me, Joseph?‖  

He  barked  a  laugh.  The  girl  was  delusional.  He,  Joseph  David Godwin, heir to the vast Godwin estate and his father‘s pride and joy,  in  love  with  a  servant?  Ludicrous.  ―You  are  an  indentured servant, Bashima. How could you possibly think I could love you?‖  

But bedding her—  

His traitorous manhood was still hard, pulsating with need. The cursed  thing  lacked  the  slightest  modicum  of  self-preservation. The least provocation  might make him spill his seed. And at this moment, with Bashima‘s insidious perfume infecting him, playing havoc with his ability to reason, he was sorely provoked. Hellfire, it was on the tip of his tongue to take back his words, to compound his  sins  by  lying  to  her  and  proclaiming  undying  love  if  only  she allowed him to throw her on her back and mount her—the clerics and their oft-vaunted purity of body and soul be damned!  
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―Your  scent.  Ahhh,  your  scent.‖  She  inhaled  again,  her  breath shuddering  through  her,  eyelids  fluttering  closed  as  she  arched toward him.  

Enough.  He  must  regain  control,  must  not  allow  his  loins  to rule  his  head.  He  slapped  her  face.  ―What  are  you  talking  about, Bashima?  What  ails  you?  Are  you  possessed  by  the  Devil?‖  His palm  stung,  and  he  endeavored  to  ignore  both  it  and  the reddening welt he‘d raised on her cheek. Righteous anger rode his guilt. She had tried his patience to the limits. It was her fault he‘d struck her. Her indecent behavior had driven him to it.  

Wide-eyed,  she  palmed  her  cheek,  comforting  the  hurt.  She looked so forlorn, so utterly bereft, that his ire melted. ―I did not mean  to  hurt  you,‖  he  muttered.  Her  current  wanton  behavior aside,  Bashima  was  a  respectful,  biddable  girl,  and  he‘d  never raised a hand in anger to her. His father‘s eyes might gleam with barely  restrained  delight  whenever  he  physically  chastised  his servants, but Joseph took no such pleasure.  

She  blinked.  As  she  focused  on  him,  her  eyes  rounded.  She flushed and averted her gaze, and Joseph recollected that he was exposed.  He  wrapped  his  nightshirt  around  his  body.  ―You‘re obviously  unwell,  Bashima.  I  shall  call  for  the  housekeeper. Perhaps a poultice or tonic will—‖  

―It  beckons  me,  seduces  me,‖  she  murmured.  ―I  know  it  is wicked,  but  I  cannot  resist.  It  makes  me  wicked,  too.  Makes  me 
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desire wicked things.‖ 

―What does?‖  

―Your scent,‖ she said again, her voice wobbling as though she was on the verge of frustrated tears.  

He guffawed. Silly chit. He was no fop who doused himself with toilet-water.  ―You  mean your  scent.  It  is  a  whipping  offense  for you  to  adorn  yourself  with  something  as  frivolous  as  perfume.  I should rightly—‖  

―I  wear  no  scent.‖  She  paled,  seeming  to  come  to  her  senses, aghast  at  her  temerity  for  interrupting  him  and  speaking  to  him so.  She  fell  to  her  knees,  wringing  her  hands.  ―I  do  humbly  beg your  pardon,  Master  Joseph.  But—‖  She  swallowed,  eyes  glazed with fear. Her voice faded to the merest whisper. ―Oh, sweet Spirit, save me.‖ She bent her head, clasped her hands and began to pray. Her knuckles whitened.  

―Out with it, you foolish chit. Save you from whom?‖ He took a step toward her, stilling as her head snapped up and she recoiled.  

―It is you. The scent, it comes from you.‖ She scrambled to her feet  and  backed  away  from  him,  clapping  both  hands  over  her mouth and nose.  

―What are you doing?‖ he demanded, wondering at this abrupt change of demeanor.  

Suspicion  lanced  across  her  pale  features.  Her  gaze  sharpened with  surety  and  a  knowledge  that  chilled  his  soul.  ―You‘re  one  of them,‖ she cried, her expression flatly accusatory and unforgiving. ―You‘re a Scentinel!‖  

A Scentinel? Horror pierced his chest, a searing pain so acute it brought  him  crashing  to  his  knees.  Such  an  accusation,  whether fact or fiction, would ruin him.  

―You‘re  one  of  those  Satan-spawned  beasts  Nan  told  stories about  when  I  was  a  child.‖  Bashima‘s  hate-filled  glare  slapped him. ―I‘ll not let you ruin me.‖  She picked  up her skirts and ran from  the  room,  slamming  the  door  behind  her,  leaving  Joseph clutching his stomach, sickened by her words. And fearful, for he knew in his heart that the girl spoke the truth.  

[image: ]

He stared at the closed door. The walls of his chamber closed in, trapping him in a nightmarish existence worthy of Hell itself. His heart labored. He sucked in a breath, desperate for air, desperately seeking  evidence  to  refute  Bashima‘s  claim.  But  he  could  not dismiss the way she‘d reacted to him.  

Instinct  demanded  that  he  ignore  his  state  of  undress,  rush from the room and follow her. He defied it, refusing to allow the panic  clawing  his  guts  to  rule  him.  Years  of  watching  his  father manipulate  and  control  others  had  taught  him  a  measure  of cunning.  He  must  act  as  though  nothing  were  amiss,  must  show no fear, or he would be taken down like a fox cornered by hounds. He cast aside his nightshirt and forced himself to action.  

He washed in the lavishly decorated personal bathroom leading from his dressing room before availing himself of the water closet. He wasted precious time locating his clothes and underthings. He thrust  his  arms  into  his  shirt  and  struggled  to  attach  his  stiffly starched collar with trembling fingers. He pulled on stockings and breeches, donned a coat and the brilliantly polished leather boots he‘d purchased only last week. A glance at his timepiece told him it would  be  another  two  hours  before  Abiezer,  his  busybody  valet, graced him with his presence.  

Two  hours.  All  the  time  in  the  world  for  Bashima  to  wreak havoc.  One  misplaced  word  from  the  chit,  and  all  his  hopes  and dreams would be shattered.  

Joseph‘s future depended upon what he chose to do next. If he was  to  survive  this  catastrophe  with  his  birthright—nay,  his  very life—intact,  it  was  imperative  to  avoid  women.  A  difficult  task 


Scent of a Man

indeed,  given  the  lamentable  fact  that  Godwin  Manor  abounded with them. His mother, his ten sisters, numerous female servants. He needed a man‘s help.  

He glimpsed his reflection in the mirror. His attempts to attain his usual immaculate style of dress had fallen woefully short. His own appearance, yesterday so very crucial, today was the least of his concerns.  

He shrugged into his coat, tugging at it to ease the snug fit over his  shoulders.  He  grabbed  his  gloves  and  strode  to  the  door.  He flung  it  open,  every  inch  the  arrogant  heir  to  a  vast  fortune.  It would  be  understandable,  his  reluctance  to  linger  abed  on  this most  important  day  of  his  life.  A  young  man  in  his  prime, impatient  for  the  celebrations  to  begin,  eager  to  embrace  his future.  A  young  man  of  one-and-twenty  whose  perfectly  ordered life had just come crashing down about his ears.  

With  his  shoulders  hunched  against  truth‘s  weighty  burden, fearing  the  consequences  of  what  he  was  about  to  attempt  more than he‘d feared anything in his privileged life, Joseph crept from his rooms.  

He  kept  to  darkened  places  not  yet  invaded  by  dawn‘s  weak light,  his  hearing  alert  for  footfalls.  And  as  he  skulked  down hallowed  hallways  where  once  he‘d  proudly  strutted,  his  mind whirled. Even Abiezer, who had served Joseph well over a decade now,  was  Lord  Godwin‘s  man,  eagerly  reporting  any  lapse  of judgment  on  Joseph‘s  part  to  his  true  master.  And  the  other servants,  all  hand-picked  by  his  father—what  chance  did  Joseph have?  

One  chance.  Mallothi.  The  one  man  who  would  obey  him without  question,  whose  loyalty  was  first  and  foremost  to  his young master.  

Mallothi‘s  world  revolved  around  his  beloved  horses.  The  ugly hulk  of  a  man  showed  little  regard  for  any  other  creature  save Joseph.  And  Mallothi  had  proved  his  worth  with  more  than  his handling  of  his  master‘s  horses  over  the  years.  Whatever  Joseph needed done, Mallothi would do.  
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Soft feminine laughter gurgled down the hallway.  

Abigail.  He  cursed  beneath  his  breath.  Of  course  his  youngest sister  would  be  up,  risking  their  father‘s  wrath  to  surprise  her brother with Birthing Day greetings.  

He sniffed his arm, inhaling deeply through his nose. He could no  longer  smell  his  own  scent,  the  heady  fragrance  that  had  so beguiled  Bashima.  Maybe  it  was  gone—a  momentary  aberration. Maybe  he  wasn‘t  one  of  those  evil  creatures  conjured  up  to frighten young girls into obedience. Did they even exist?  

He could not take the chance. He huddled in the shadow of the ancient grandfather clock, barely daring to breathe.  

Cap askew, Abigail breezed past him in an undignified flurry of skirts  which  cried  out  for  chastisement  and  a  lengthy  lecture. Janna,  her  personal  maid,  scurried  behind  her,  wringing  her hands and begging her to be more circumspect.  

Joseph allowed himself a slow soft expulsion of the breath he‘d been holding and eased his cramped limbs.  

Abigail paused mid-step.  

Joseph stiffened.  

She inhaled, nostrils flaring.  

His breath caught.  

She  turned,  her  gaze  searching  the  gloom  of  Joseph‘s  hiding place.  

His  heart  missed  a  beat  and  resumed  a  thunderous  staccato when Janna ran headlong into her mistress, all but knocking her down. The resultant apologies and dispensing of a scolding proved enough of a distraction for Abigail. She continued on to Joseph‘s 
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door  and  with  a  perfunctory  knock,  opened  it  and  disappeared inside the chamber.  

Now was his chance. Joseph straightened from his crouch and prepared to make good his escape.  

Janna shrieked. ―Miss Abigail, what are you doing with Master Joseph‘s nightwear?‖  

Joseph  swallowed,  his  imagination  running  riot.  He  did  not want to look, but Abigail was dear to him. He stole up the corridor and peered through the gap in the doorway.  

His  sister  stood  clasping  his  nightshirt  to  her  breast.  As  he watched,  she  brought  the  fine  lawn  to  her  face  and  inhaled.  The scent—his scent—took her. His own sister, a child yet in his mind, sighed  rapturously.  She  swayed,  glassy-eyed  and  slack-mouthed, her innocent young face marred by unseemly ardor.  

―Please,  Miss  Abigail,  give  the  garment  to  me  for  laundering,‖ Janna  said  in  a  coaxing  tone  as  she  grabbed  an  edge  of  the nightshirt  and  tried  to  tug  it  from  her  mistress‘s  grip.  ―Miss Abigail. What if someone happens by?‖  

―It  smells  heavenly.‖  Abigail  moaned.  Her  knees  buckled,  and she sprawled sideways onto his bed in a swoon.  

Joseph‘s  gorge  rose.  He  swallowed  convulsively  to  prevent himself retching.  

The  maid  yanked  the  garment  from  Abigail‘s  hands  and crumpled  it  into  a  ball.  Her  eyes  widened.  She  drew  in  a  deep shuddering  breath  and  raised  the  nightshirt  to  her  face.  ―That scent—‖  Her  lips  curved  into  a  beatific  smile  that  smacked  of religious rapture. ―Oh, my. It is divine.‖  

Abigail reared from the bed to snatch the nightshirt. She rubbed it against her cheek. ―Mine,‖ she purred.  

Joseph could no longer contain his horror. He uttered a choked gasp.  
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Both girls swung to face him. As one, their bosoms heaved and their  faces—their  innocent  faces—assumed  blindly  desperate expressions. ―Joseeeeeeeeph,‖ they cried in unison, arms reaching toward him in supplication.  

He fled.  

Luck  was  on  his  side.  He  encountered  no  servants  or  family members  as  he  hurtled  through  the  house.  Once  he‘d  gained  the relative safety of the yard, he cast a furtive glance about him and then  forced  himself  to  stroll  nonchalantly  down  the  path  leading toward  the  stables.  And  he  dared  to  hope,  dared  to  believe  that perhaps  he  would  come  through  this  nightmare  unscathed, provided Mallothi did not flinch at doing what needed to be done.  

What needed to be done.  

Thou  shalt  not  kill. The  commandment  burned  through  his brain.  His  stomach  clenched.  Possessing  all  the  will  in  the  world was of no consequence. He convulsed, vomiting the bitter dregs of last evening‘s repast all over his boots. He was about to command another to do what he had no stomach for. What sort of man had he become?  

A  man  who  would  stop  at  nothing  to  protect  himself  and  his standing in society.  

A man just like his father.  

Unlike  his  father,  Joseph  had  no  choice.  His  life  was  at  stake. He  spat,  wiped  his  mouth  on  his  sleeve,  and  entered  the  stables, pausing inside to grab a handful of hay to clean his boots. Phaugh. The sour stench of vomit overrode even the sweet toasty smell of the hay. He grimaced and wrinkled his nose. ―Mallothi, I need you. Now!‖  

He prepared to inform his groom precisely what he needed. An accident.  No, two  accidents,  both  carefully  executed,  raising  no suspicions.  No  need  for  explanations—not  that  Mallothi  would 


Scent of a Man

ask. The two maids must be silenced. Regrettable but necessary.  

His sister, Abigail. What of her?  

Perhaps she would understand. Perhaps she loved him enough to imperil her soul by keeping his secret. Perhaps she would even forgive him for what he‘d done to her, what he had forced her to feel.  

No. He could not risk compromising Abigail further. He would order  Mallothi  to  locate  someone  learned  in  herb  lore.  He  would contrive  to  have  Abigail  dosed  with  an  herb  that  would  bring  on some  foul  malaise  and  thus  confine  her  to  her  room.  Yes,  that would suffice to keep her safe. Any erratic behavior, any rantings and  ravings,  could  be  blamed  on  that  malaise.  Every  female  who had  crossed  his  path  this  morning  would  then  be  accounted  for. He  would  be  safe.  His  mother  and  sisters  would  be  safe.  For  the moment.  

As  for  the  planned  celebration  tonight?  It  was  only  the  most significant  night  of  his  life  when  he  would  formally  claim  his majority and the benefits of his birthright. Alas, he could not risk it.  He,  too,  would  have  to  develop  a  convenient  illness  that precluded his attendance. He could even use the fact he‘d vomited over his boots to his advantage. Pleading a virulent fever, he could take  to  his  bed,  refusing  admittance  to  anyone  save  the  family physician. That would give him much-needed time to strategize.  

And later? Later he would—he would—  

Accompanied  by  only  a  few  carefully  chosen  menservants,  he would retire to the country estate that he would shortly inherit, to convalesce.  He  would  personally  hire  all  servants  needed  to  run the estate. He would surround himself with men. It was eminently feasible. He was, after all, a Godwin, answerable to no one but his father.  

First things first. Convey his instructions to Mallothi and send him on his way. ―Later‖ could take care of itself. Later, he would find a permanent way to purge himself of the evil that had infected him.  
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A  rustling  caught  his  attention.  He  pivoted  on  his  heel. ―Mallothi, you bird-witted slug-a-bed, I have been— Father. What are you doing here?‖  




Chapter Two 

 

His father emerged from the empty stall where Joseph‘s groom bedded down. Joseph schooled his features to nonchalance while his  guts  churned  and  his  heart  thumped  fit  to  burst.  ―Have  you come to wish me happy Birthing Day, Father?‖  

Lord Godwin bent to dust chaff from his boots with his kerchief and  discarded  the  filthy  linen  square  as  he  straightened.  Only when satisfied that his gloves were clean did he approach Joseph. ―You know why I am here, boy.‖  

 ―Oh?‖  Joseph  feigned  ignorance.  His  father  couldn‘t  possibly have discovered—  

Lord  Godwin  spat  with  unerring  accuracy.  His  self-satisfied, expectant  expression,  that  same  expression  he  assumed  whilst awaiting the accolades he considered his due, made Joseph follow his  father‘s  gaze  downward.  Thus  he  spied  the  fat  globule  of phlegm  that  had  landed  atop  one  of  his  boots.  He  glanced  up again, shaken by the pure disgust twisting his father‘s face. It was an expression he had often seen on Lord Godwin‘s face, but never before directed at him.  

It  was  too  late  to  dissemble.  Joseph  knew  it  the  moment  that Mallothi  emerged  from  the  shadows  to  stand  at  his  father‘s  side. He  knew  it,  too,  when  three  of  his  father‘s  most  trusted  footmen appeared,  one  of  them  hauling  Bashima  along  with  his  hand clamped firmly over her mouth.  

He  recognized  the  instant  she  scented  him,  for  she  ceased struggling  and  stilled,  quivering  like  a  captured  bird.  Her  panic faded  as  she  breathed  him  in,  her  eyelids  drifting  down  to  half-close over slumberous eyes.  
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He  wrenched  his  gaze  from  hers  and  squeezed  his  eyes  tightly shut. Divine Spirit, I beg you, please do not subject this innocent to my corrupting influence. Is it not enough for you that I am to be punished for my sins? Let that be enough, please!  

He opened his eyes just as the man holding Bashima relaxed his grip.  She  wrenched  herself  away,  lunging  for  Joseph,  prostrating herself at his feet and wrapping her arms around his legs. It took two men to drag her away from him and subdue her.  

―Joseph,‖  she  said,  eyes  and  body  entreating,  conveying  to everyone present how desperate she was to touch him.  

Lord Godwin stepped forward. ―Silence, trollop!‖ He drew back his gloved hand and slapped her face. ―You will not sully yourself by touching such filth.‖ And a second time. ―Lay your hands upon this  abomination  again,  and  I  will  have  them  both  severed  from your arms.‖ And a third. ―Do you hear me, girl?‖  

Bashima  dangled  helplessly  between  the  two  men.  Her  head lolled toward Joseph. He recognized lust—how could he not, when he had so recently been ensnared in its insidious web? But there, etched  on  her  face  for  him,  and  him  alone,  to  see,  was  guilt  and misery. Forgive me, she mouthed.  

And the fragile hope he might bluff his way out of this dire mess died.  

Oh yes, his father knew what had transpired in his chamber that morning.  Lord  Godwin  might  not  have  witnessed  Joseph‘s struggle to suppress his base desires, but he would condemn him just  the  same.  Joseph  was  a  Scentinel.  One  of  Satan‘s  get.  Evil personified.  And  Lord  Godwin  would  do  whatever  needed  to  be done to wipe such evil from the face of the earth.  

Joseph‘s  gaze  lit  on  his  groom,  a  man  he  had  considered  a friend. The hatred and fear etching Mallothi‘s weather-beaten face 
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cut  him  to  the  quick.  And  the  man‘s  switch  of  allegiance,  his betrayal, was still more devastating.  

At a nod from his new master, Mallothi grabbed Joseph‘s arms, twisting them painfully behind his back. One of his father‘s thugs clenched  a  meaty  fist  and  smashed  it  into  Joseph‘s  nose.  Blood gushed  and  agony  bloomed.  Mallothi  released  him,  and  Joseph sank  to  his  knees,  his  head  bowed.  He  sensed  rather  than  saw Mallothi‘s  hands  clenching  into  fists,  descending  towards  the vulnerable nape of his neck.  

It was sheer relief to give himself to the pain and let it carry him away.  His  final  thought  before  he  lost  consciousness  was  that  he deserved to be treated thus. It was the Divine Spirit‘s punishment for the wicked deeds he‘d been prepared to undertake in order to save himself.  

**** 

Joseph regained his senses slowly, gently, teased from oblivion by  a  horse  nickering.  He  smiled,  picturing  himself  astride  his favorite mount and riding like the wind. Urging the beast onward with  a  whispered  word,  his  body  at  one  with  his  horse,  his  mind free.  

He  moved  his  head  and  pain  bit  deep,  smothering  the  last vestiges of gentle daydreams. His nose throbbed. He could barely breathe through it. When he tried to shift his position to ease his aching neck and shoulders, he discovered he‘d been trussed like an animal bound for market. The bonds cut into his wrists.  

He choked back panic, gagged on the taste of the blood, strove for clear-headedness and dignity, as befitting the sole male heir to the Godwin legacy. His father was a ruthless man. And for a man such  as  he,  who  must  always  be  conscious  of  his  standing  in society, it would be most sensible to kill his son right here, on the filthy stable floor, with no one save Mallothi to bear witness to his shame.  
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So  be  it.  Joseph  would  not  beg  or  plead  for  mercy.  He  would face his fate like a man. Stifling a groan, he pried open his eyelids.  

When  his  vision  cleared,  the  reality  of  his  situation  was  far worse than he could have imagined. Poor Bashima was huddled by a stall, restrained by a surly manservant, her eyes reddened from crying,  her  cheeks  already  mottled  with  bruises  from  Lord Godwin‘s chastisement. She shuddered, too cowed by her master‘s fury to utter a sound.  

Abigail  and  her  maid,  Janna,  had  been  dragged  to  the  stable. Both  were  bruised  and  battered.  They  gazed  at  Joseph  with  lust-filled eyes. Despite their injuries, despite the censure of all males present, they could not control themselves. As he watched, Abigail strained  toward  him,  provoking  her  male  captor  to  slap  her  face and roughly shake her into sobbing submission.  

A  muffled  entreaty  drew  his  attention  to  the  other  witness  his father had summoned.  

Ah, dear Spirit, no. Did the man  have no merciful bone left in his  body?  His  father‘s  cruelty  overwhelmed  him.  He  choked  on bile,  willing  himself  not  to  retch,  wishing  with  all  his  heart  that Mallothi‘s  blow  had  killed  him  so  that  he  would  not  have  to  face her.  

Beside Lord Godwin was Joseph‘s mother, also restrained by a burly  manservant.  And  worse,  so  much  worse,  was  the  yearning glistening  in  her  eyes—in  all  their  eyes.  The  overt wanting,  the out-thrust  bosoms,  the  moistened  pouting  lips—every  coquettish feminine wile at their disposal so publicly, shamefully displayed.  

As  the  full  horror  of  what  he‘d  become  rent  Joseph‘s  self-control,  he  let  out  a  hoarse  wail  of  pure  despair.  He  was  a temptation  no  female  could  resist.  No  female,  no  matter  how virtuous, could withstand the insidious, seductive scent emanating 
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from  his  pores.  Whether  she  be  kin,  even  mother  or  sister,  it mattered not. They all wanted him. And left to their own devices, they  would  try  to  have  him,  whatever  the  ultimate  cost  to  their bodies and souls.  

He was an abomination, a loathsome evil creature. Death would be a welcome relief. ―Father, you intend to have me killed, so have done with it. Spare the women further shame.‖  

Mallothi  kicked  him  in  the  stomach.  ―Silence,  Devil,‖  he snarled, ―afore I cut out yer tongue.‖  

Joseph curled into an agonized ball, gagging and choking as he rode the pain.  

―I have called you here to bear witness,‖ Lord Godwin intoned in  the  same  bored  voice  he  used  to  deliver  an  edict  to  his  fellow citizens. ―Henceforth let it be known I have no son. He is dead to me.‖  

Joseph  nodded.  A  fitting  punishment.  With  death,  all  trace  of him would vanish from this earth as though he‘d never been born. And death could not come swiftly enough.  

Lord  Godwin  swiveled  to  confront  his  wife  and  daughter. ―Esther,  Abigail,  you  will  not  speak  of  the  abomination  you  have witnessed  today.  If  you  dare  to  disobey  me,  you  will  suffer  your tongues to be severed so you can speak no more. A similar fate will befall  any  persons  you  are  foolish  enough  to  confide  in. Furthermore, you will be severely chastised until you are cleansed of  this  foul  creature‘s influence.‖  He  focused  his  attention  briefly on  his  men.  ―You  all  know  what  to  do.‖  And  with  that pronouncement, he turned his back on his firstborn son—his only son—and strode away.  

Ah.  Joseph  should  have  known  his  father  would  not  risk  his place at the Divine Spirit‘s side by committing the heinous act of filicide. He would have someone else do his killing. Just as Joseph had so recently considered doing.  
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He  closed  his  ears  to  the  sobbing  protests  of  his  mother  and sister, and the shrieks of the servant girls as their minders hustled them  from  the  stable.  ―What  now,  Mallothi?  Will  you  slit  my throat and bury me deep in the midden heap?‖  

―If  I  be  havin‘  my  way,  Devil,  ye  be  gettin‘  yer  wish.  But  yer father be a righteous man, more‘s the pity.‖  

―Be quick about it, man, as I grow weary of this travesty. Only, for the sake of the friendship we once shared, make mine a good death.‖  Joseph  uncurled  and  stretched  out  his  neck,  offering  his throat  to  the  one  person  who,  only  yesterday,  he  would  have trusted with his life. Now all he had left was to trust the man with his demise.  

―Shut  yer  mouth.‖  The  groom  cut  the  bonds  around  Joseph‘s feet and dragged him upright by his hair. Joseph bit his lip to keep from  screaming  at  the  cruel  pain,  refusing  to  let  the  man  know how much it hurt.  

―Now, walk.‖ Mallothi prodded him out the stable door.  

―Where are you taking me?‖  

The groom kicked the base of his spine.  

Joseph sprawled face-first in the dirt. He ground his teeth. Pain bleared his eyes as he staggered to his feet and swayed, finding it difficult  to  regain  his  balance  with  both  hands  bound  behind  his back. He focused his gaze on the tips of his besmirched boots as he struggled to put one foot in front of the other.  

It  took  him  an  hour  to  hobble  down  the  tightly  packed  dirt pathway  leading  toward  the  woodlands  bordering  the  rear  of  the estate.  And  another  two  hours  to  stumble  through  the undergrowth. It was only when, grey-faced with pain and tottering from exhaustion, he came to a standstill at the brow of a small rise that Mallothi spoke. ―This is as far as I take yer.‖  
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Joseph  roused  from  his  stupor.  He  recognized  this  place,  the stream not three yards below him, sparkling and gurgling without a care in the world. It signaled the easternmost border of the vast Godwin Estate.  

A beautiful spot, unspoiled. A grand place to die.  

Mallothi  crossed  himself  and  muttered  a  quick  prayer.  He grabbed  Joseph  by  the  collar  of  his  shirt  and  the  seat  of  his breeches and tossed him down the slope. ―Devil take ye.‖  

With his hands still tied behind his back, Joseph barreled down the  incline,  spewing  up  flurries  of  dead  leaves  in  his  wake. Scratched,  battered  and  terribly  bruised,  he  finally  came  to  rest face down in the mud beside the stream.  

―Show  yer  face  here  again  and  ye  be  a  dead  man,‖  Mallothi yelled. ―My word on it.‖  

Joseph lay still, waiting for him to change his mind. Waiting for the  man  he‘d  trusted  above  all  others  to  lumber  down  the  slope and murder him.  

The killing blow never came.  

When he finally plucked up the courage to blink the mud from his  eyes,  he  realized  he  was  alone.  The  gray  numbness  that  had overtaken  him  burst  into  such  vibrant,  shocking  relief  that  his senses were overwhelmed.  He  squeezed  his eyes shut, wincing at the cacophony of birdsong and chirping crickets thundering in his ears.  His  battered  face  and  abused  muscles  ached.  But  his wretched physical state was nothing compared with what he‘d lost. His  inheritance,  his  status,  his  family—everything  he‘d  valued. Everything that had made him Joseph Godwin, a man lauded and envied, had been ripped away.  

A  cool  breeze  danced  across  his  face,  plucking  at  his  hair  and clothing, prodding him to recall that for whatever reason, he had been spared. So he pried open his eyes, and chose to live.  
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He inched up to a large rock and dragged his bonds against its jagged edge until the cord frayed and parted. Bone-weary from his efforts, he climbed to  his feet  and trudged  ever farther eastward. He had no firm plan in mind, no thoughts about where he might go or what he might do when he got there. Wherever he ended up.  

Darkness found him burrowing into a hollow he‘d scraped from beneath a fallen log. Despite his exhaustion, sleep eluded him. The woodlands  came  alive  at  night,  and  each  scrabbling  of  tiny  feet, each mournful call, was to Joseph a herald of doom.  

His  thoughts  spiraled  to  home  and  hearth—his  horses,  his hounds,  the  rich  comforts  of  his  private  rooms.  He  recalled  the fond pride on his mother‘s face whenever his father allowed him to preside over the dinner table. And Abigail, his favorite sister. What he would give to hear the peals of her laughter when he teased her and to sympathize with her when she was chastised for indulging in  such  unladylike  abandon.  Would  his  mother  and  his  sisters mourn  him?  Would  the  servants  he‘d  taken  for  granted  miss  his small  kindnesses  once  they‘d  been  reassigned  to  other,  more demanding masters?  

Near  dawn  he  drifted  into  dream-filled  imaginings  of  his Birthing  Day  celebrations.  What  a  spectacle  it  would  have  been. The  tables  would  groan  and  creak  with  the  weight  of  their burdens,  laden  with  food  and  drink  and  gifts  for  him.  He‘d  have been  impatient,  excitement  searing  through  his  veins,  his  jaws clamped  in  an  effort  to  control  his  eagerness.  His  mother  would quietly  remind  him  to  restrain  his  smile  and  assume  a  more dignified visage. He could almost hear Reverend Abihu‘s pompous tones parroting the official benediction Lord Godwin had written. And  then  the  pivotal  moment  would  finally  arrive.  Lord  Godwin would clasp his son‘s hand and introduce him to the young woman selected to be his bride.  
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Shafts  of  light  stabbed  his  eyelids,  and  he  awoke  to  the  harsh reality of daybreak creeping through the trees.  

After only one night he missed human companionship, craved it as  he  did  food  to  fill  his  empty  belly.  Now,  the  presence  of  a servant  would  be  welcome  rather  than  a  mildly  irritating intrusion.  Even  his  oldest  sister  Faith‘s  pinch-lipped  disapproval would  be  welcome  now.  But  neither  companionship  nor  bread were forthcoming. So he crawled to his feet, shook himself like a dog, and started walking.  

Hunger  growled  and  snarled  and  refused  to  be  denied,  but  he dared not partake of the shiny crimson berries he spotted amongst the  brambles  or  the  fat  mushrooms  nestling  in  the  loamy  soil beneath a large tree. He, who had always been catered to, had no idea whether they were innocuous or deadly.  

The sun had risen, and he thought it might be midday when he paused to drink from the stream he followed. He bathed his face, wincing  as  the  chilled  water  stung  his  battered  and  bruised  skin. He glimpsed his reflection and raised his hand to his face, probing the  lump  on  the  bridge  of  his  nose.  Perhaps,  when  the  swelling receded,  it might give  him a rakish  air that  would be the envy of his fellows.  

Fool.  He  sneered  at  the  image  in  the  water.  None  of  his  old friends would take Joseph Godwin for a man of substance now. He was a ragged outcast, doomed to live the rest of his life as a pariah. He closed his eyes. Better he give up now, plunge his head beneath the water and breathe it into his lungs until he drowned. His body would lie here and rot, undiscovered and eventually forgotten, but at least he would not bring further shame upon his family name.  

A  righteous  anger  at  the  vast  unfairness  of  his  lot  thawed  the despair  in  his  veins.  Sweet  Spirit  help  him,  he  wanted  to  live. More, he wanted to make a life for himself. Was that so wrong?  
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He climbed to his feet and staggered onward.  

**** 

Joseph lost track of the days that passed. Each night, when he could  no  longer  see  to  put  one  foot  in  front  of  the  other,  he collapsed on the damp earth and embraced the darkness.  

But  then  the  nightmares  invaded  him.  His  mother  and  his sisters  shared  his  bed,  seducing  him,  smiling  when  he  begged them  to  leave  him  be,  laughing  with  triumphant  delight  as  they ran  questing  fingers  over  his  naked  body,  stroking  him,  holding him  down  when  he  struggled.  He  would  awake,  his  heart  racing, skin  clammy,  his  hands  fisted  around  his  erect  shaft.  And  he would  shove  his  hands  beneath  his  armpits  and  curl  into  a  tight ball,  disgusted  with  his  body‘s  rampant  desires,  appalled  to  the depths of his soul that such depraved imaginings could command such a response. Little wonder his father had instructed Mallothi to  leave  him  alive.  Death  would  have  been  a  mercy,  and  Darien Godwin was not a merciful man. Condemning Joseph to starvation and  the  slow,  inexorable  descent  into  madness  was  a  fitting punishment  for  the  crime  of  being  a  Scentinel.  Only  sheer stubbornness hauled him to his feet to begin each new day.  

He had no idea how far he‘d traveled. He clung to life, his every step a struggle, his limbs growing heavier,  the fierce  spasms that gripped  his  empty  belly  his  boon  companions.  He  stumbled onward,  arms  dangling  at  his  sides,  too  exhausted  to  raise  his hands  to  protect  himself.  A  branch  whipped  across  his  face.  He wiped the welling blood from his cheek, sucked it from his fingers and  ignored  the  hurt.  Such  minor  concerns  no  longer  mattered. He  tripped  over  an  exposed  tree  root,  staggered  and  fell  to  his knees. All well and good to crawl and rest his blistered feet awhile.  

Brambles plucked at his clothes and  scratched his hands. He‘d crawled  past  it  before  his  brain  made  sense  of  what  he  saw—a 


Scent of a Man

berry-bush,  its  bounty  not  quite  ripe  and  doubtless  too  tart  to tempt even the hungriest bird. Or perhaps birds knew the berries to be poisonous.  

Despite  the  chilling  possibility  of  a  horrid  and  painful  death, Joseph  saw  only  sustenance  and  life.  He  scrambled  towards  the bush. His hands shook as he crammed berries into his mouth. Not even the greenest fruit escaped his notice. After he‘d stripped the bush bare, still he hungered and wished for more.  

He  wiped  stained  and  sticky  hands  on  his  once-fine  coat  and staggered  onward,  crashing  through  a  screen  of  branches.  He halted, for an instant unable to move, unable to comprehend. The cluster  of  ramshackle  huts  with  patched  roofs  and  unevenly whitewashed  walls  was  the  most  welcome  sight  he‘d  seen  in  his entire life.  

Food!  

Hope burgeoned in his chest. He did not pause to consider what else  the  village  signified.  Nor  what  he‘d  become,  and  what  that would mean to those he might encounter. He wandered in a daze toward the nearest dwelling.  

The  few  scrawny  chickens  scratching  in  the  dirt  clucked  and squawked as they scrambled from his path. A brindled cur yapped a warning.  

The  door  swung  open.  A  woman  poked  her  head  through  the doorway,  her  nut-brown  face  seamed  with  wrinkles  and  her expression  sullen  beneath  her  grubby  cap.  She  raised  grizzled eyebrows at Joseph. ―Oi, what ‘ave we ‘ere, then?‖  

A  fickle  breeze  toyed  with  the  ragged  hem  of  her  dress, whipping  it  about  her  ankles.  Her  nostrils  flared  and  she  wiped her  nose  with  the  back  of  her  hand.  Her  mouth  split  into  a toothless  grin.  She  smoothed  her  apron  and  tottered  out  to  meet him,  tidying  wisps  of  stringy  grey  hair  escaping  from  her  cap. ―Lawks, it be a fine laddie what‘s lost ‘is way.‖  
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―Have  you  food  to  spare,  Goodwife?‖  Joseph  was  shocked  by how rough and coarsened his voice sounded. Like hers. He cleared his throat. ―Please. I‘m starving. I have not had a proper meal in days.‖  

She gazed her fill in a forward manner that would have earned her a whipping had she been a member of the Godwin household. She sidled closer. ―Aye, I ‘ave food. Why just this mornin‘  I baked a fine pie for supper. Might that be to yer taste, young ‘un?‖  

Joseph‘s  mouth  watered.  He  licked  his  lips.  ―That  would  be most excellent, Goodwife.‖  

―Eh, I‘m a fine cook. Come inside and fill yer belly.‖ She inched up to him as though he were some wary, skittish animal about to flee. Clutching his arm with bony, grasping fingers, she squeezed his biceps and muttered something incomprehensible. Her tongue poked out from between cracked, bloodless lips.  

He digested the covetous expression in her watery, age-bleared eyes. Where he expected to feel shame and self-loathing welling up inside  him,  there  was  only  emptiness.  And  he  could  not  bring himself to care.  

He  knew  he  should  flee,  but  he  was  starving.  He  would  not leave, not while there  was food on offer. If only she fed him, she could  do  with  him  what  she  pleased.  He‘d  sell  himself  dearly, though. One—no, two slices of pie. And a loaf of bread.  

Close by, a goat bleated. Did he dare demand a wedge of goat-cheese?  Able  to  think  of  nothing  but  his  hunger,  Joseph  let  the woman lead him away.  

A plump young woman rounded the corner of the farthest hut, herding two goats and a kid with a stout stick. ―Who‘s that with ye, Merari?‖ she called.  

The  old  woman  scowled.  She  tugged  Joseph  toward  her  door. 
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―Begone, slut. He‘s mine.‖  

The  newcomer  tethered  her  goats  by  a  rickety  fence  and approached Joseph. Curiosity sparkled in her bold brown eyes as she looked him over, noting his torn, dirt-besmirched clothes, his scrapes and bruises. ―If ye be hungry, sir, then best let me feed ye. If ye eat his supper, Merari‘s husband will likely beat ye to death— if  ye  don‘t  first  die  of  the  pie.  Midian‘s  got  a  strong  stomach. Otherwise, her cooking would ‘ave put ‘im in his grave long ago.‖ The old woman spat at her, but she only laughed. ―Ye knows yer man  will  beat  ye,  Merari.  Let  ‘im  go,  for  pity‘s  sake.  Can‘t  ye  see he‘s a fine gentleman? I‘m sure he don‘ like being handled so.‖  

Merari whined, insisting Joseph follow her into the cottage.  

―What‘s yer name, sir?‖ the young woman asked.  

―Joseph.‖  

―A  fine  name  for  a  fine  man.‖  She  smiled  prettily  at  him, fluttering  her  eyelashes  and  making  cow-eyes.  And  then  she ventured closer, ample hips swinging with each step.  

Joseph‘s gaze followed her. His face flamed. He‘d heard rumors of  the  loose  morals  and  brazen  behavior  of  women  who  lived  in isolated  settlements.  Such  women  were  godless  creatures  who neglected to attend Services, existing outside the influence of Lord Godwin and his Council. They lay with men outside the sanctity of marriage. They enticed their victims with unabashed glances, the thrust  of  a  hip,  the  promise  of  an  inadequately  covered  bosom. From  the  look  of  her  with  her  seductive  walk  and  her  bold  gaze, this  young  woman  must  be  such  a  one.  He  wondered  how  many men had sampled her charms.  

Old  Merari  did  not  appreciate  his  interest.  She  lunged  at  the young  woman,  fingers  clawing  at  her  face.  ―Git  away  from  ‘im, Eglah. He‘s mine, I tell ye.‖  

Eglah  reared  back,  her  bosom  heaving  with  indignation, obviously  startled  by  the  old  woman‘s  vehemence.  ―What  on  this fine  earth  is  wrong  with  ye?  Have  Midian‘s  beatings  scrambled what‘s left of yer brains?‖ She stood her ground, sizing Merari up as a rival for Joseph‘s affections.  
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Merari‘s pale eyes narrowed. She swiped again at her constantly running nose, and her lips curled into a sneer. ―Think ye can take me,  do  yer?  Well,  think  again,  slattern.  I‘ll  give  ye  a  beatin‘    ye won‘t forget in a hurry.‖  

Starving  and  desperate  to  fill  his  shrunken  belly  though  he might be, still Joseph was well-bred enough to deplore the thought of women fighting over him, even godless ones such as these. He backed away.  

Both  women  broke  off  menacing  each  other  to  follow  his movements with hot, avid gazes.  

Joseph  saw  himself  reflected  in  their  eyes.  Hunger  and knowledge  of  things  carnal  he  had  yet  to  experience  glittered there. He was virgin, inexperienced in the ways of the flesh, but he didn‘t  think  they  would  care  whether  or  not  he  was  willing.  His heart  raced.  This  must  be  how  a  fox  felt  when  confronted  by hounds.  He  had  no  doubt  that  if  he  took  to  his  heels,  these  two would be on him in an instant. He was too weak to outrun them. He  stood,  hands  held  loosely  by  his  sides,  palms  outwards,  and waited.  

Eglah  spoke  first.  ―He‘s  only  got  the  one  prick,  and  we‘ve  two holes wantin‘ filling.‖  

Joseph‘s  face  burned  at  the  coarseness  of  her  words.  She  was indeed the slut Merari had accused her of being.  

Merari rounded on her. ―I seen ‘im first.‖  

―Eh,  so  ye  did.‖  Eglah  huffed  out  a  breath.  ―Age  afore  beauty, then, old crone. I  don‘ suppose you‘ll wear ‘im out before it‘s my turn, so what do it matter?‖  
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―He  should  be  so  lucky,‖  Merari  cackled.  She  tottered  toward Joseph, hands outstretched, fingers twitching, tongue moistening those parched old lips.  

He  watched  her  come.  If  he  serviced  her  adequately,  perhaps she‘d feed him before Eglah took her turn. He hoped so.  

He  caught  a  flicker  of  movement  from  the  corner  of  his  eye. Eglah  had  flounced  off  and  was  headed  toward  a  woodpile. Numbly,  he  watched  her  select  a  sturdy  branch.  She  advanced upon the unsuspecting old woman, swinging the branch, gauging its effectiveness as—  

A weapon.  

Joseph‘s  warning  shout  never  left  his  lips.  It  died  the  instant Merari  died,  felled  by  a  swift  blow  to  the  back  of  her  skull.  He distinctly  heard  the  solid  crack  of  wood  on  bone  and  knew  he‘d remember that sickening sound for as long as he lived. Just as he knew  he‘d  never  forget  the  sight  of  Merari  crumpling  to  the ground, a tattered brown bundle of rags, obscenely crowned with a gash of crimson.  




Chapter Three 

 

Joseph  was  too  shocked  by  the  murder,  too  fuzzy-headed  and weakened  by  lack  of  food  to  run.  He  did  as  Eglah  bid.  Her instructions—and her threats—were painfully precise. He took off his clothes and lay on his back with his legs spread on the lumpy pallet of straw that served as her mattress. His skin crawled at the thought  of  bedbugs  and  fleas  until  he  experienced  a  new  horror, the  shame  of  seeing—experiencing—his  untried  flesh  responding to Eglah‘s attentions.  

She rhythmically worked his shaft with darkly tanned, calloused hands.  Her  caresses  lacked  finesse.  He  likened  himself  to  a stallion,  teased  into  a  mating  frenzy  so  that  he  would  serve  the mare. And, damned creature that he was, he hardened beneath her touch, his phallus pulsing eagerly in her hand. The tip of his shaft glistened  with  fluid  that  she  used  to  lubricate  his  flesh  as  she stroked  him.  He  bit  his  lip  against  a  groan,  clenched  his  fists  to prevent  himself  from  thrusting  his  hips.  His  sacs  tightened.  His hard shaft swelled and throbbed. It was agony and ecstasy. Heated lust  coiled  in  his  belly.  Crimson  flags  of  shame  painted  his  nude body. And even as he prayed for this encounter to end, he wanted it to continue.  

All too soon, Eglah spread her fleshy thighs and took him inside her.  

Her  woman‘s  channel  was  hot  and  wet,  enclosing  him  like  a silken  glove.  It  felt  so  heavenly  he  closed  his  eyes  and  for  a moment  was  transported,  imagining  that  this  joining  was sanctified, that the woman astride him was his chosen wife.  


Scent of a Man

Eglah‘s hoarse moan shattered his pathetic illusion. ―Oooh,‖ she said in her coarse way. ―I do like a big hard prick.‖  

She rode him, her inner muscles squeezing him so fiercely that he  gasped.  She  pushed  her  ample  breasts  together,  teasing  her nipples to hard little nubs and rubbing them in his face. Her brows creased in a frown when he did nothing. Shrugging, she set about using him to pleasure herself.  

Her breasts quivered with her movements. He wondered if they felt as soft and pliable as they looked. His hands crept upward, as if to cup her mounds, and seeing the movement, she smiled. 

―That‘s  it,‖  she  crooned,  grabbing  his  hands  and  placing  them on  her  breasts.  Her  nipples  poked  his  palms,  firm  as  unripe berries. ―Nary a one of ye can resist me lovely titties. Drive men to drink, these do.‖  

Reality  crashed  through  him,  roiling  with  nauseating  abandon in  his  gut.  His  hands  dropped  to  his  sides  and  all  he  saw superimposed  over  the  grunting  naked  woman  astride  him  were Merari‘s sightless, dead eyes.  He  could no longer deny what  he‘d witnessed, what the woman atop him, her head thrown back, eyes now slitted with concentration, had done in order to possess him. She was a murderess. And he, the creature that had driven her to it. It would serve him right if his shaft shriveled and rotted.  

But his shaft had no such moral qualms. It thickened still more as  she  grunted  and  panted,  increasing  her  pace,  stimulating  his flesh until he wanted to scream for her to cease. And then it was over  and  Eglah  rolled  off  him  to  sprawl  on  her  back.  Given  her glazed expression and her groans, Joseph presumed she‘d satisfied herself  in  whatever  manner  women  might  be  satisfied  during sexual congress. His shaft was sore. And still hard. He wondered if that was normal.  

Eglah  sniggered  and  gave  his  erection  a  stinging  slap  that brought tears to his eyes. ―A right eager one, ain‘t ye?‖ She laughed again  when  he  cringed.  ―Give  me  a  moment  an‘  we‘ll  go  at  it again.‖  
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Again?  At  the  mere  thought,  his  phallus  softened  to  lie  limply against his thigh, giving him a measure of relief. He glanced down the length of his body and noticed that his groin glistened with her juices, a testament to the depravity he‘d succumbed to. He did not need to die to enter Hell. It had manifested here in this squalid hut with Eglah as his tormentor. He must escape. He could not remain here, enslaved by lust, at the mercy of a murderess. Deep down in his  soul  he  knew  some  part  of  him  had  felt  pleasure  during  her ministrations, and he was terrified that if he stayed, he would soon come to crave her attentions.  

He tried to sit up, but his head spun. Fatigue and hunger held sway, weakening his limbs. To succumb to sleep now would be the height  of  foolishness.  But  hunger  he  might  be  able  to  overcome, and his strength would return with a full belly.  

―Please.  Do  you  have  some  food  to  spare?‖  he  dared  ask.  ―I‘m starving.‖ 

Eglah‘s delight dissolved into a scowl. ―I‘ve just given ye the ride of yer life, an‘ all ye can think about is yer belly? Ain‘t that bloody typical?‖  

He swallowed and stroked her arm. ―Please?‖ He hated to touch her, to pretend he was enamored of her, but he had to do it. The sour stench of her sweat tickled  his nostrils. It revolted him. She revolted him. He fought not to gag.  

She  opened  her  mouth  to  reply,  but  his  scent  took  her  again, and  her  mien  softened.  ―Ooh,  I‘d  do  anything  for  ye,  me  fine laddie.‖  She  scrambled  from  the  bed,  pushed  aside  the  privacy drape and vanished into the gloom of a dug-out cellar to rummage for food.  
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He  searched  for  a  weapon.  He  couldn‘t  linger  here  waiting  for the other villagers to return from the fields. He must not be here when they found poor Merari‘s body, still lying where it had fallen. He  checked beneath the rickety wooden bed frame  and found an old  chipped  chamber  pot.  Flattening  himself  against  the  wall beside  the  drape,  he  waited.  And  when  Eglah  entered  the  room, unsuspecting, burdened with a small joint of some unidentifiable meat,  a  loaf  of  coarse  bread  and  an  ale  jug,  he  smashed  the chamber pot over her head.  

She dropped like a stone cast into a pond. He didn‘t think he‘d killed her. He couldn‘t find it in him to care if he had. He threw on his clothes, gathered what food he could find and knotted it into a secure bundle made from Eglah‘s only spare chemise. And he fled, cramming bread into his mouth as he ran.  

With  each  bite  filling  his  stomach,  hope  grew  stronger.  He‘d proved he could survive. He‘d learned from this awful encounter. Next  time  he  would  not  be  so  careless.  Next  time  he  would  wait and  watch  to  ensure  no  women  were  about  before  he  went  in search of food.  

**** 

Joseph  was  surrounded  by  his  father‘s  wolfhounds  with  no avenue of escape. They advanced, slavering and snarling, moving in  for  the  kill,  fangs  bared  and  muscles  bunched  to  lunge  for  his throat.  And  then  Darien  Godwin  strolled  out  from  the  shadows, anticipation of the kill gleaming starkly in his eyes.  

Joseph  awoke  bathed  in  clammy  sweat.  He  rolled  over, burrowing  beneath  the  pile  of  leaves  and  brush  he‘d  collected, seeking warmth and dreamless oblivion. He‘d traveled hard in the hours  since  leaving  the  village,  needing  to  distance  himself  from the  horror  of  Merari‘s  death  and  the  possibility  of  Eglah‘s.  He might not have physically wielded the club that killed Merari, but he‘d  been  responsible.  The  sinister  scent  he  exuded  had  warped both  women,  spurring  them  to  actions  he  believed  they  would normally never consider. He‘d murdered the old woman as surely as if he‘d crushed her skull himself.  
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The  eerie  cry  wailed  through  night.  It  hailed  from  far  in  the distance, but not far enough. The fine hairs on the back of his neck sprang to fearful attention.  

He surged to his feet and bolted through the stream, heedless of the  treacherous  footing  and  the  danger  of  twisting  an  ankle  on  a moss-slickened rock. The hound was far enough away that stealth was  not  necessary—not  yet.  More  crucial  was  to  throw  the  beast off his scent.  

He  strained  to  hear  his  pursuers  over  the  water  splashing  and his own panting breaths, and just when he was foolish enough to believe he might be safe, he heard the hound again. It bayed, long and  lingering,  proclaiming  a  scent  identified  and  a  ready  trail  to follow.  

The  stream  deepened  from  calf-  to  knee-deep,  slowing  him down. He left it behind, trusting he‘d done what he could to mask his  scent.  Speed  was  now  paramount.  His  muscles  burned  as  he lengthened his stride and then pushed himself to lengthen it again. Pain seared his side with each ragged breath he inhaled. His spine jarred with each contact of his booted feet on compacted dirt. His neck  and  shoulders  ached  as  he  ducked  beneath  branches.  He ignored  them  all  to  focus  on  one  thing  only,  how  quickly  the hound was gaining on him.  

Shrill joyous yips rent the air. It had found where he‘d slept.  

He  could  not  keep  up  this  breakneck  pace.  They  would  have him  soon.  It  was  only  a  matter  of  when—not  if—they  would  run him to ground.  

Joseph  came  to  a  decision.  He  would  face  the  hound  and  its 
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owners  on  his  own  terms  and  in  a  place  of  his  own  choosing, rather than being chased down like an animal.  

He  slowed  to  a  walk,  squinting  into  the  darkness.  Something rustled  up  ahead.  His  heart  stuttered  and  he  stifled  a  gasp. Whatever it was did not attack, so he stilled, allowing his eyesight to  adjust.  He  spied  a  large  tree  looming  solid  and  substantial  in the  wraithlike  shadows.  It  would  do  admirably.  Here  he  would fight  and  likely  be  torn  apart  by  the  dog.  A  far  better  fate  than being hung as a common murderer or tortured and executed as a Scentinel.  

He groped for a branch or stick and wished he‘d taken a knife or some  weapon  before  fleeing  Eglah‘s  hovel.  But  food  and  escape had  been  uppermost  in  his  mind  and  now,  with  no  weapon  to hand,  he  would  pay  the  price  for  his  lack  of  forethought.  All  he possessed  to  face  the  coming  battle  was  himself  and  his  will  to survive. He suspected neither would suffice. His lips stretched into a  smile  as  he  accepted  his  fate.  He  would  sell  himself  dearly.  No one who bore witness to his death would call him a coward.  

The  hound‘s  call  sounded  again,  closer  now  and  more  urgent. Frantic.  

Joseph backed up against the tree. He crouched, clenching his hands  at  chest  level,  ready  to  strike  out  or  pull  in  to  protect  his face.  The  thumping  of  his  pulse  resounded  in  his  head  like  an escalating drumbeat. The blackness about him roiled and faltered, lessening minutely as distant torch lights bobbed and flickered. He blinked, regaining his night vision in time to focus on the hound‘s fang-filled maw as it leapt at him.  

He  shoved  his  elbow  into  the  open  jaws,  choosing  his  first sacrifice.  The  hound‘s  jaws  clamped  around  his  arm,  teeth puncturing  the  thick  cloth  of  his  coat  as  if  it  were  mere  cotton. Fangs  pierced  his  skin.  Pain  shot  up  his  arm.  He  ignored  it, swiveling  to  maneuver  closer  to the  hound, so  close  he  could  see the  pale  amber  of  its  eyes  shining  with  feral  lust  as  it  regarded him,  its  prey.  He  brought  up  his  spare  hand,  questing,  reaching blindly through the agony, grounding himself with the sensation of short,  wiry  fur  beneath  his  fingers.  He  visualized  its  heavily muscled  shoulders  and  neck.  Ears,  somehow  vulnerable  beneath his touch. A brow-ridge.  
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He gouged his fingers into the beast‘s eye socket.  

The  dog  bit  down  harder.  It  was  a  fighting  dog,  bred  for  its tenacity, trained not to relinquish its prey. Only in death would it relax its grip. It shook his arm, shooting white-hot spears of agony up his body.  

A howl keened through the darkness, so tortured and demonic that  it  seemed  impossible  the  sound  could  have  issued  from  any beast born of the Divine Spirit. And as he sucked in a shuddering breath, he realized the sound had issued from his own mouth.  

He ground his jaws against another scream. He thought about taking the hound‘s eye, plucking it from the socket. He could do it, partially  blind  the  beast,  rendering  it  useless  to  its  owner.  He‘d probably  permanently  damaged  its  eye  already,  but  it  seemed  an unnecessary  cruelty. The hound was merely  obeying  its instincts, its  training.  And  in  a  few  moments,  the  hound‘s  owners  would emerge from the woods and he would be completely outmanned. So he relaxed his fingers, drew them out of the eye socket, gave up his pointless struggle.  

Death  came  silently  out  of  the  night,  disturbing  the  air  as  it passed, startling him with the meaty thwack of its union with flesh and bone, spraying him with warm blood. And other things.  

The  hound  collapsed.  Joseph  stared  at  the  small  hand-ax embedded in its spine, too numbed with shock to react. He sensed movement and looked up to see the hooded shadow of a man.  
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The  stranger  approached  the  hound.  He  nudged  it  with  one foot,  then  bent  to  extract  Joseph‘s  arm  from  the  hound‘s  now-slack jaws. ―Are you going to cower there like a frightened rabbit? We have to go.‖ He dragged Joseph to his feet.  

―Over ‘ere. I heard something.‖  

―Dog must‘ve got ‘im.‖  

The shouts cut through Joseph‘s bewildered daze. ―Why are you helping me?‖ he asked his savior.  

―Move  yourself.  I  have  no  desire  to  waste  what  is  left  of  the night fighting off a rag-tag bunch of simpletons.‖  

―I  can‘t  run  for long,‖ Joseph  whispered,  tucking  his  wounded arm against his chest. The timbre of the stranger‘s voice confused him.  His  rescuer  sounded  like  a  mere  youth,  and  yet  his  actions had been decisive, his aim deadly. And he appeared unafraid—not the  conduct  of  an  untried  boy.  He  slanted  a  glance  at  his  face, trying to make out the shadowed features beneath the hood.  

―If  all  goes  to  plan,  you  won‘t  be  forced  to.  Now,  hush.‖  The stranger  clutched  Joseph‘s  good  arm  and  tugged  him  away  from the  lights  bobbing  steadily  nearer,  leading  him  deeper  into  the woods.  

The breeze carried dismayed cries, soon drowned out by curses and  angry  shouts.  His  pursuers  must  have  discovered  the  dog‘s carcass.  

The  stranger  chuckled.  ―That‘ll  give  them  something  to  worry about.  Even  halfwits  don‘t  go  blundering  about  in  the  dark  if there‘s  a  risk  they  might  be  hewn  apart  by  an  ax-wielding murderer.‖ The hand that clutched Joseph‘s arm slid downward to clasp his hand instead. It was a small hand, the skin far softer than he‘d expected.  

―Can you make it a bit farther?‖  

―Yes. I can make it.‖ He swallowed, hoping he spoke the truth. Blood from his wound soaked his sleeve. Blackness was all around him, inside his head, threatening to overcome him. He pushed it back, instinctively aware there would be no second chances.  
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The slight young man tugged him inexorably onward, following some path Joseph could not see. It wound gently upward and then grew steeper, the going made more treacherous by patches of loose gravel.  

With each step Joseph‘s thigh muscles shrieked. The wounds in his  arm  burned.  Water  gurgled  somewhere  near,  but  perhaps thirst was playing tricks on his mind. He craved a drink and rest, but asked for neither. He would not give this young man reason to abhor  his  weakness  and  abandon  him  to  his  fate.  He  gritted  his teeth and followed the path, followed his rescuer, hoping—  

He  snorted.  It  was  foolish  to  hope.  All  he  could  do  was  try  to survive. And pray for a swift death.  

He‘d  reached  the  limit  of  his  endurance  when  the  young  man slowed  and  hooked  Joseph‘s  good  arm  over  his  shoulder,  taking his weight. ―Don‘t give up now.‖  

―Why are you helping me?‖ he felt compelled to ask again.  

―Let‘s  just  say  I  don‘t  like  seeing  a  man  being  punished  for circumstances  beyond  his  control.  Enough  talking  now.  Sound carries far at night.‖  

He forced Joseph to move. Faint rays of early dawn smeared the sky.  In  the  patchy  light,  Joseph  saw  that  sparser  vegetation  had given  way  to  lush  ferns  and  moisture-loving  plants.  The  air,  too, was moisture-laden, heavy and swirling with mist. He was grateful for  the  young  man‘s  assistance  as  they  picked  their  way  around large rocks and over the occasional moss-covered boulder.  

The gurgling of water segued into a roar.  

He blinked. A waterfall. A pretty spot indeed, but he could see no way ahead—not that he could go much farther. His companion 
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urged  him  onward,  into  the  pool.  They  waded  thigh  deep.  The current tugged them backward, but they persisted until they stood directly in front of the cascading rush of water.  

―I advise you to hold your breath.‖  

―Wha—?‖  

The  young  man  hauled  him  through  the  stream  of  water  and into a space beyond.  

Joseph  sputtered  and  coughed,  wiped  his  eyes  and  spared  a glance around.  

A cave. ―Clever,‖ he managed before he sank to his knees. Black spots  cavorted  before  his  eyes.  He  toppled  onto  his  side  and flopped onto his back.  

―I  thought  so.‖  The  young  man  strode  over  to  rummage  in  a pack  leaning  to  one  side  of  the  cave  and  returned,  bearing  a blanket.  He  dropped  it  on  Joseph‘s  stomach.  ―Better  get  out  of those  wet  clothes  and  wrap  yourself  in  that  before  you  catch  a chill.‖  He  turned  away,  located  a  tinderbox  and  used  it  to  light  a small lantern.  

Faint  light  puddled  the  darkness.  The  young  man  approached Joseph and pushed back his hood to stare down at him. Rose-color tinged his cheeks. His hair was tightly braided, but fine blond curls had escaped to frame his face. ―How‘s your arm?‖  

Joseph‘s  brain  caught  up  with  his  other  senses.  He  gasped. ―You‘re— you‘re—female.‖  

―Last time I looked.‖  

He  spluttered  and  cleared  his  throat  before  launching  into  a searing  indictment  that  should  put  her  in  her  rightful  place. ―Women shall not wear that which pertaineth unto a man, for all who do so are abomination.‖  

She  laughed.  ―Lucky  for  you,  I  pay  that  nonsense  no  heed whatsoever,  hmmm?  I  would  not  have  been  quite  so  effective hampered  by  ankle-length  skirts  and  one  of  those  ugly  bonnets you people insist your women wear.‖  
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That was hardly the point. She was female. It was not seemly for her to be dressed in such a manner. Moreover, it was against the law. And as for her proficiency with the ax—what kind of godless creature was she? ―You—you killed the dog.‖  

She  rolled  her  eyes,  a  gesture  more  suited  to  an  unschooled child than a grown woman. ―Oh, I suppose you have a rule about women wielding weapons, too? The ax wasn‘t my preferred choice, but one uses what one has to hand.‖  

―But you‘re a girl.‖  

She smiled at him, vastly amused. ―A woman, actually.‖  

He  recoiled,  huddling  beneath  the  blanket  as  though  its  scant shelter  might  protect  him  from  her.  Or  did  she  need  protecting from him? He could not think. His mind was fuzzed with pain and fatigue and shock. He knew he was missing something crucial but could not for the life of him puzzle it out.  

―You  might  be  content  to  sit  around  in  wet  clothing,  but  I‘m not.‖ She left him again to pull dry garments  from her pack. She proceeded  to  strip  off  her  clothes  and  dry  herself,  showing  no embarrassment  at  her  nakedness,  no  concern  that  she  had  an audience.  

He  felt  like  a  voyeur,  some  depraved  individual  watching  an unaware  female  going  about  her  business.  It  was  wrong. Forbidden, yet he could not help but appreciate the view.  

Compared  to  Eglah‘s  sturdy  peasant‘s  body,  this  girl‘s— woman‘s—was  lean  and  beautifully  proportioned.  Her  breasts were  small  but  pleasingly  high  and  rounded.  They  would  fit  his hands perfectly. Her belly was flat, buttocks taut and flanks finely muscled. Her skin was tanned to a warm gold.  

He  rubbed  his  hands  down  his  thighs,  sucking  in  a  breath, 
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feeling his pulse racing, trying to force back the image of her lying naked  in  the  sun  like  some  worshipper  of  ancient  pagan  gods. Which  she  might  be,  for  all  he  knew.  And  then  another  image smashed  into  him.  An  image  of  her  astride  him,  riding  him, squeezing  his  hipbones  with  her  strong  thighs  while  he  filled  his hands with her pert breasts. His shaft jerked against his breeches, swelling as he devoured her with his eyes and imagined her taking him into her body, sheathing him, stimulating him until he could bear it no more.  

Divine  Spirit,  help  me.  Humiliated  by  his  weakness,  he  rolled onto his side and curled into a ball. But despite squeezing his eyes shut  against  the  allure  of  her,  he  felt  his  manhood  pulse  and thicken.  His  groan  rent  the  silence,  echoing  off  the  walls  of  the cave.  

―What ails you?‖  

He opened his eyes to see her fully clothed again, wearing dry trousers  and  a  man‘s  shirt.  She  squatted  on  her  haunches  before him, and the fabric of her trousers pulled so tightly over her thighs and her woman‘s parts that his cheeks went hot.  

She  frowned,  nibbling  her  full  bottom  lip  as  she  scanned  his face. She placed a cool hand on his forehead, checking for a fever.  

Even  given  her  scandalous  attire,  she  was  the  most  striking female  he‘d  ever  seen.  For  one  heart-stopping  moment  he  forgot who  he  was, what  he  was,  and  the  horror  it  entailed.  For  one heart-stopping moment he was only a man. And she a woman—a comely, desirable woman. One he would happily take to wife and to his bed. One he would not find it a chore to father an heir upon. One he could imagine sharing his youth with, sharing his life with. He could cherish her and protect her and—  

She  pulled  a  dagger  from  a  sheath  at  her  waist,  shattering  his pathetic,  childish  illusions  and  forcing  him  to  face  the  truth.  He could  hardly  blame  her  for  being  cautious. He  was  a  Scentinel,  a monster.  Despair  iced  his  skin,  making  his  body  shiver  and  his soul  cry  out  for  blessed  oblivion.  He  would  never  have  a  wife,  a family, a life. Any love a woman professed for him would be false, a lie. And for him to accept it? An unforgivable sin.  
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Hard on the heels of that realization came another. She was not reacting to him as other women did. Could it be that his scent was dissipating, losing its power?  

―Remove  your  coat  and  shirt,‖  she  said,  her  tone  brooking  no nonsense.  

Hah. What fool he, to hope for salvation where there was none. It  had  begun.  The  scent  of  his  corruption  was  overtaking  her, turning  her  from  blessed  savior  into  a  harlot  bent  on  seduction. And  his  role  in  this  travesty,  this  mockery  of  the  Divine  Spirit‘s will, was to be the tempter and the tempted, too weak to resist her allure, a slave to his body‘s wicked needs. Damned.  

He waited for her to force herself upon him, but the inevitable never  came.  She  breathed  naturally.  Her  deep  green  eyes remained  clear,  unmarred  by  lustful  thoughts.  She  yanked  aside the blanket. ―I need to tend the bite on your arm before it festers. If you refuse to remove your coat and shirt, I shall be forced to cut them off.‖  

Confused, he gave himself over to her and did not resist as she eased  off  his  coat  and  turned  her  attention  to  his  waistcoat  and shirt.  

―It‘ll be easier on your arm if you sit up.‖ She held out her hand, and he grasped it, levering himself into a sitting position.  

She pursed her lips as she unfastened his waistcoat and tossed it  aside.  ―Pity.  These  were  once  quality  garments.  You‘ll  be  more comfortable if I remove your boots as well.‖  

From somewhere, he found the strength to brace himself as she 
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tugged off his boots.  

―Phaugh.  Have  you  no  sense  whatsoever?  Look  at  the  state  of your feet.‖  

He  obeyed  and  blanched  at  the  broken,  bleeding  skin  peeking through the holes in his stockings.  

―Innana‘s  grief.  Enough  of  your  ridiculous  modesty.  Remove your  clothes  so  I  can  see  what  other  injuries  you‘ve  managed  to gather along the way. The last thing I need is for you to be stricken by a fever because of a festering wound.‖  

He  could  only  stare  at  her  as  she  tugged  him  to  his  feet.  She shook her head and muttered beneath her breath as she expertly stripped  him  of  his  shirt,  breeches,  stockings  and  underwear. Leaving him naked, she strode off to pull more supplies from her pack.  It  appeared  that  the  last  thing  on  her  mind  was  taking  her pleasure from him.  

He  draped  the  blanket  over  his  shoulders  and,  for  modesty‘s sake, covered his privates with his hands.  

She  turned  back,  blinked  at  him,  and  grimaced.  ―Oh,  please. Spare  me  your  virgin-like  cringing.  I‘ve  seen  naked  men  before. You‘re handsome enough for an Anglian lordling, but believe me, Joseph David Godwin, you‘re nothing special.‖  

He bridled at her tone. He opened his mouth to chastise her for speaking  to  him  in  such  a  manner,  but  the  words  choked  in  his throat. His skin prickled. She knew his name. ―Who are you?‖  

She  quirked  an  eyebrow  and  smiled  in  a  smug  fashion  that disturbed  him  because  it  did  not  sit  strangely  on  her  feminine features. The noblewomen of his acquaintance would not dare to claim  superiority  over  their  menfolk  for  fear  of  censure.  He doubted  it  would  occur  to  them  to  feel  superior  to  a  man  in  the first place. And term she‘d used, Anglian lordling.  

―My name is Liliana.‖  
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―Tell me what else you know about me.‖  

She smiled, but this time it was with pity. ―I know that you‘re a very valuable commodity.‖  

The effort it took for him to remain on his  feet, to assume the role  of  a  nobleman  who  was  not  to  be  trifled  with,  sapped  his remaining strength. Although it gave her the advantage, he opted to  sit  down  before  he  fell  down.  ―If  you  think  to  ransom  me, Madam, you are sorely misinformed.‖  

―We  have  no  intention  of  ransoming  you,  Joseph.  You‘re valuable  to  us  not  because  of  who  you  are,  but  because  of what you are.‖  

He sucked in air but failed to fill his lungs. His head spun. He shut his eyes, and when he opened them again, he was lying on his back  and  she  was  staring  down  at  him.  Her  lips  moved,  but  he couldn‘t hear a word she was saying. She blurred, fading from view like  some  wraith  conjured  by  his  fevered  imagination.  He  closed his eyes once more and let the darkness take him.  

**** 

It  was  no  surprise  to Liliana  that  Joseph  reacted  to  blood  loss and  severe  stress  by  shutting  down  and  embracing unconsciousness.  She  was  grateful  for  the  reprieve.  Although  she could  withstand  the  allure  of  his  scent  because  of  what  she  was, she  was  not  unaffected  by  the  man  himself.  He  was  a  handsome specimen,  tall  and  pleasingly  formed,  fair  of  face  despite  his swollen nose. She traced the lump on the bridge of his nose with her  fingertips.  Once  the  bruising  faded,  the  break  would  only enhance  his  looks,  bestowing  strength  and  masculinity  on  what would  otherwise  be  an  angelic,  almost  too-perfect  face.  At  first glance he would now pass for a man of the world, except for those soulful, innocent eyes.  

Not so innocent anymore.  
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She  had  become  privy  to  details  of  his  encounter  with  Eglah while  spying  on  the  villagers  and  hatching  a  plan  to  rescue  him. Her heart ached for him. Joseph‘s first coupling should have been pleasurable,  wondrous.  She  wished  that she’d  been  the  one  to relieve  him  of  his  virginity.  She  imagined  his  muscular  arms flexing as he positioned her over his erect cock, his hands clasping her hips as he slid her down his—  

She  shook  her  head,  dispelling  the  fantasies.  She‘d  been  too long  without  a  man.  And  an  affair  with this man  would  never  be condoned.  Once  Empress  Vashti‘s  latest  acquisition  was  safely ensconced  in  the  palace,  he  would  be  tutored  by  experienced courtesans. If he survived the rigors of his training and embraced the  cause,  he  would  be  given  his  own  missions.  Like  as  not,  she would never cross paths with him again. The bitch Empress would see to that.  

She  heaved  a  gusty,  regretful  sigh.  She  must  not  let  her  heart rule  her  head.  She  must  refuse  the  temptation  that  was  Joseph Godwin. He was not worth the price she would be forced to pay.  

Aside  from  the  dog  bite  on  his  arm,  most  of  his  injuries  were minor  scrapes  and  bruises.  She  applied  a  salve  to  his  blisters before  wrapping  his  feet  in  clean  bandages.  The  bite  was  a  more serious  matter.  The  bleeding  had  almost  stopped,  but  the punctures  were  deep  and  she  was  concerned  they  might  fester. Access to the Imperial Apothecary would be a boon right now, but she would have to make do with what she had at hand. She hoped it  would  be  enough.  Vashti  would  have  her  head  if  Joseph  lost  a limb.  

When  she  poured  undiluted  liquor  from  her  hip  flask  into  his wounds,  he  moaned  and  jerked  his  arm.  She  laid  a  hand  on  his brow, soothing him back into slumber, and turned her attention to his naked body.  
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She  squeezed  her  eyes  tightly  shut.  Her  indrawn  breath sounded  impossibly  loud  and  harsh  in  the  silence.  She  held  her breath until tiny starbursts cavorted through the inky blackness of her  headspace,  and  then  she  exhaled  in  a  long,  slow  shudder. When she opened her eyes again, she‘d gained enough control to view him as a mission instead of a man, a parcel to be delivered. Nothing more.  

For a privileged, mollycoddled Anglian noble, he‘d kept himself in shape. Given the muscling of his thighs and his firm buttocks, she guessed he was an experienced horseman. Excellent. That gave her more options.  

He  shivered.  Tiny  bumps  stippled  his  bare  skin.  She  weighed her choices. Their hideaway was secure for now, but she would not put them both in jeopardy by building a fire large enough to warm him. She took another blanket from her pack and stripped off all her  clothes  save  her  undershirt  before  extinguishing  the  lantern. She  lay  down  and  curled  up  behind  him,  drawing  him  into  her arms and arranging both blankets to fully cover them. Her body‘s heat soon warmed his chilled flesh and he relaxed into true sleep.  

She listened to his measured breathing, but it did little to soothe her. It agitated her, conjuring visions of his lips and how those lips would  feel  pressed  to  hers.  She  wondered  if  he‘d  ever  been properly kissed in the throes of passion and wanting, rather than in familial affection or polite greeting.  

She  stifled  a  groan.  Joseph  was  a  temptation  she  could  not afford to indulge. She forced herself to concentrate instead on the dull  roar  of  the  cascading  water.  Eventually  sleep  claimed  her amidst  erotic  fantasies  of  the  man  she  embraced.  And  futile dreams that this man, Joseph, a Scentinel wanted by the Empress, truly could be hers.  




Chapter Four 

 

Joseph awoke to find himself lying on a hard dirt surface. The haze  of  sleep  that  dulled  his  mind  cleared  the  instant  that  he realized he was naked, his only covering a couple of blankets. Had the woman who‘d rescued him taken advantage of him and ridden his flesh to indulge her own pleasures while he lay unconscious?  

The thought should have appalled him. Instead, it titillated him. His  mind  conjured  a  vivid  picture  of  her  stripping  off  her  wet clothes  and  blotting  the  moisture  from  her  body.  He  shifted position to ease the heaviness in his scrotum and the twitching of his thickening shaft as his body reacted to the blatant eroticism of his thoughts.  

For all her forthright speech and unnatural self-assurance and liking  for  men‘s  clothing,  this  woman—Liliana—was  not  some coarse slattern like the young woman from the village. Eglah. His stomach muscles contracted with a sickening jolt. The memory of her, and what she‘d done, wriggled in the confines of his mind like a bloated leech. He felt sullied, unclean. And his flesh softened in response to his self-disgust. He slit an eyelid, scanning the gloomy interior to determine whether he might make his escape and—  

―You might as well stop pretending. I know you‘re awake.‖  

Her  words  startled  him  into  a  betraying  grunt.  Accepting  the inevitable, he levered himself up onto his elbows. Pain spiked his wounded arm and he gritted his teeth, determined to show her no further weakness.  

He spied her toward the rear of the cave, squatting on her heels, stirring  the  contents  of  a  pot  over  a  barely  adequate  fire.  Smoky tendrils curled around her lithe form before drifting up, seeking an exit.  She  appeared  undaunted  by  the  bloody  violence  of  the previous  night.  Unchanged.  From  her  masculine  dress  to  her equally  masculine  confidence,  she  was  an  enigma,  her  delicate beauty  housing  a  strong-willed,  capable,  ruthless  human  being, perfectly  able  to  take care  of  anything  life  threw  at  her.  Or  so  he surmised.  
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He  hauled  his  aching  body  upright  and  wrapped  a  blanket around his loins. ―Liliana,‖ he said, rolling the soft syllables on his tongue. In the old tongue her name meant ―flower.‖ Such a pretty name.  Feminine.  And  such  a  misnomer.  Given  her  skill  at tracking,  killing  and  evading,  she  would  make  some  man  a  fine son.  

She spared him a tight smile. ―So good of you to remember my name. How hungry are you?‖  

His stomach rumbled. Loudly. ―I must admit to being famished, Madam.‖  

Her smile relaxed, became more genuine. ―Come and eat then. It‘s not what you‘re used to, but it‘ll fill your belly well enough.‖  

He bridled at the underlying condescension woven through her words. ―I suppose you think I‘m too good for—‖ He peered into the pot and wrinkled his nose. ―Whatever this is.‖  

―Gruel.  Appetizing  enough  with  a  handful  of  dried  fruit  and some honey.‖ She dished him out a large helping. ―And are you?‖  

―Eh?‖ He drew his brows into a frown.  

―Too good for this? Too class-conscious to share a bowl of gruel with someone like me?‖  

He blinked at the  harshness of her tone.  He  had no status, no family to call his own, and no reason to consider himself bang up to  the  mark  in  any  way,  shape  or  form.  He  was  infected,  sullied, shameful. ―Me?‖ He snorted. ―I think not, Madam. I might hazard 
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a guess and say that despite your unprepossessing appearance, the reverse applies.‖  

He  ate  his  breakfast,  conscious  of  her  gaze  on  him,  probing, gauging. He did his best to ignore her, spooning up his gruel with unseemly haste. The days since Bashima had woken him with her caresses  had  taught  him  that  regular  meals  were  a  thing  of  the past. A man who could never be certain of his next meal could ill afford to be overly fastidious.  

She waited until he‘d scraped the bowl clean before she spoke. ―Tolerable?‖  

―Very. Thank you, Madam.‖  

―You‘re  welcome,  Joseph.  And  as  there  is  no  need  for unnecessary  formality,  ‗Liliana‘  will  do  quite  well,  thank  you.  I have tea if you would like some. It‘s herbal. Pleasant, though.‖  

―Please.‖ He shook his head, grimacing at the absurdity of it all. He was making polite conversation over a cup of tea as though he were perched on one of the ridiculous, spindly-legged chairs in his mother‘s parlor instead of sitting practically naked in a cave with a strange woman who claimed to know all his secrets.  

―What‘s upsetting you?‖ she asked.  

He  sipped  his  tea  and  cast  an  assessing  glance  over  her.  Her face  gave  away  nothing.  Clad  her  in  a  suitable  gown  and  bonnet, and she would appear demure enough to grace a front row pew at church. ―You.‖  

―Oh.‖  Her  lips  curved  in  that  knowing,  superior  smile.  In  any other  circumstances  he  would  have  reprimanded  her  and  shaken her until that smile slid from her face. Now, he held his tongue and waited for her response.  

 ―I  suppose  that‘s  my  cue  to  tell  you  who  I  am  and  why  I‘m helping you.‖  

―Precisely.‖  
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―And  if  I  tell  you,  will  you  believe  me?  And more  importantly, what will you do about it?‖  

He set down his cup and pierced her with the exact same look he‘d  used  to  great  effect  when  his  valet  crossed  the  line  between over-familiarity and the degree of subservience Joseph expected of him. ―That remains to be seen.‖  

The tinkle of her laughter echoed throughout the cave.  

He amused her? He surged to his feet and lunged, intending to administer  a  thorough  shaking  that  would  teach  this—this— godless creature to—  

He  was  falling.  He  landed  flat  on  his  back,  staring  upward, trying  to  make  sense  of  what  had  happened.  One  moment  she‘d been  squatting  on  the  ground,  laughing  at  him,  annoying  him immensely. The next, she‘d bounced upright and swept his feet out from  under  him  with  one  cleverly  angled  ankle.  What  kind  of female was she to best a man so effortlessly?  

Above him, the cave‘s ceiling gleamed silver. Before climbing to his  feet,  he  spared  a  thought  to  wonder  what  mineral  might  give that effect and winced as he dusted himself off. He didn‘t bother to rewrap  the  blanket  round  his  hips.  Nudity  seemed  a  trivial embarrassment after such a thorough trouncing at the hands of a slip of a girl barely half his weight.  

His  sore  arm  ached.  He  glanced  down  at  bandage  she‘d  tied over his injury. It was speckled with blood and stained by the salve she‘d  used.  Shame  scorched  his  cheeks.  She  had  saved  him  from the dog and whatever harsh retribution the villagers had planned. She‘d rescued him, dressed his wounds, fed him. He owed her his life,  and  he‘d  repaid  her  by  attempting  to  shake  her  like  some disobedient little girl whose manner had gotten on his nerves.  

It  was  on  the  tip  of  his  tongue  to  apologize,  but  the  words choked  in  his  throat.  Excepting  his  father,  Joseph  had  never 
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apologized to anyone. ―How did you do that?‖ he asked instead.  

She  didn‘t  insult  him  further  by  pretending  not  to  understand his question. ―I‘m trained in all methods of self-defense.‖  

―You moved so swiftly, I only saw a blur.‖  

―Thank you.‖  

―Tell me who you are, and what you want with me.‖  

―What makes you think I want you?‖  

He  hesitated,  recalling  her  words  last  night. You’re  a  valuable commodity…. ―If you do know everything about me, as you claim, then you are doubtless aware that my father has disowned me. You have  no  intention  of  ransoming  me.  Stop  playing  games  and  tell me the truth.‖ 

She considered his demand, her head cocked to one side.  

―I can endure it, whatever it is you‘re planning,‖ he  said. ―The good Spirit knows nothing you could do to me would make my life any worse than it already is.‖  

―You  might  be  surprised,‖  she  muttered,  her  eyes  darkening with  what  he  thought might  be  despair  before  she  visibly  rallied, resuming her customary, ever-so-slightly superior air. ―Very well. The truth, then. I‘m in the employ of Empress Vashti of Europa.‖  

His jaw dropped and he stared at her.  

―You‘ve heard of Europa, I gather?‖  

―A den of licentiousness and depravity!‖  

―Ah.‖ Her lips quirked. ―You have heard of us.‖  

―You’re Europan?‖  

She  sneered,  but  even  that  derisive  curling  of  her  lip  did  not detract from the loveliness of her face. He made a valiant attempt to concentrate on what she was saying.  

―What  did  you  expect,  Joseph?  Some  scantily  clad  harlot  with fluttering eyelashes and melon-like breasts, eager to climb aboard anything  vaguely  resembling  a  stiff  cock?  Right  now  you‘re wondering if I fucked you last night, aren‘t you?‖  
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Such  crude  language  on  the  lips  of  such  an  attractive  woman shocked  him,  but  not  so  much  as  it  should  have.  Liliana  was  so completely outside his experience that he no longer knew how to react.  ―Ah—‖  He  rubbed  his  unshaven  chin,  wondering  how  to respond  without  provoking  her  further.  He  had  no  desire  to  end up flat on his back in the dirt a second time.  

―Goddess‘s  grief.‖  She  shook  her  head  and  puffed  out  a  sharp breath. ―I prefer my bed-partners awake.‖  

Despite  his  embarrassment,  he  found  himself  grinning  at  her hoity-toity  tone.  If  he  didn‘t  know  better,  he  might  believe  he‘d offended her.  

―You  have  been  reared  on  exaggerations  and  half-truths,‖  she said, shaking her head and clucking her tongue. ―Still, I wouldn‘t expect anything else from Darien Godwin‘s son and heir.‖  

His good humor fled. ―What do you know of my father?‖  

―Considerably more than he would like.‖ Her gaze centered on his bandaged arm, and her lips thinned. ―You‘re favoring that arm, and I‘m certain my actions didn‘t help the injuries. I‘d best make certain  no  dirt  has  gotten  beneath  the  dressing.‖  She  took  a  step toward him.  

He backed away. ―Leave it,‖ he said, hoping that the crisp tone he  used  with  servants  would  have  the  desired  effect  with  this woman. Not that he would be prepared to stake anything of value on  that  slight  hope.  ―You  will  not  lay  hands  on  me  again  until  I know exactly why your Empress is interested in me. Is it because I am this creature called a Scentinel?‖  

―Correct.‖ She stayed where she was, hands held loosely at her sides, palms facing outward, projecting harmlessness.  

Hah. He knew that appealing portrait to be false. He scrubbed a fist  across  his  mouth.  And  when  he  spoke,  it  was  to  accept  the 
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truth rather than invite comment. ―I am a Scentinel. They truly do exist.‖  

She  nodded.  ―I  suppose  you‘ve  been  raised  on  tales  of  bestial rapists who overpower innocent females with their seductive scent and  take  them  on  their  backs  with  legs  spread,  moaning  and begging to be tupped.‖  

―Perhaps not described in quite such eloquent terms.‖  

―Now that you‘re one of those bestial rapists, you know they‘re not merely tales.‖  

―I prefer the term Scentinel.‖  

―Quite.‖  

His  mind  whirled.  Others  like  him—Scentinels—existed,  were flesh  and  blood  creatures,  not  myths.  The  Europan  Empress  had sent  Liliana  to  search  him  out.  How  many  more  luckless  young men  had  the  Empress  contrived  to  capture?  And  for  what purpose? Nothing good, that was for certain.  

―I‘ll make an educated guess as to your Empress‘s motives. She desires to add me to her harem, and I‘ll spend my days fornicating with the harlots who populate the Europan Court.‖ He swallowed the  bitter  bile  that  rushed  into  his  mouth  and  wished  he  hadn‘t bolted  his  breakfast.  Scant  days  ago,  he‘d  been  on  the  brink  of attaining  wealth,  power,  a  wife  to  present  him  with  heirs— everything  he‘d  desired.  Now  he  faced  a  future  as  a  male prostitute.  His  one  experience  with  coupling  had  been  base  and crude.  Humiliating.  He‘d  been  raised  to  believe  that  sexual congress  was  acceptable  only  between  husband  and  wife  for procreation purposes. He would be damned for fathering a slew of bastards  on  unresisting  women.  He  could  neither  envision  nor accept such a life.  

―Over my dead body, Liliana. And I swear, that is the only way your Empress will have me.‖  
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―Your  skill  is  highly  prized,  Joseph,  and  you  would  be  well compensated for using it. Extremely well.‖  

―Coin is not everything.‖  

―So  speaks  a  man  who  has  never  wanted  for  anything  in  his life.‖  

―Well-compensated or not, I would still be a male whore.‖  

―You would be a spy,‖ she said. ―A member of an elite band of men whose professional skills are unsurpassed. Despite your gifts, you  would  not  be  a  whore.  Unless,  of  course,  you  choose  that path.‖ She shrugged. ―Some have.‖  

He laughed, and it echoed with his bitterness and despair. ―You intend  to  drag  me  off  to  Europa  to  whore  and  spy  for  your Empress, and you tell me I have a choice?‖  

―We  always  have  a  choice,  Joseph.  Even  taking  no  action  is  a choice.‖  She  sank  gracefully  to  the  ground  and  sat  cross-legged, her wrists resting on her knees. She ran her gaze up the length of his  body.  And  down.  He  resisted  the  instinctive  desire  to  cover himself. He would not give her the satisfaction.  

Her smile was cold and controlled, her hard gaze as determined and  ruthless  as  any  Joseph‘s  father  might  have  bestowed  upon some unlucky soul who‘d crossed him. ―And do you really think I would  be  able  to  force  you  to  travel  all  the  way  to  Europa  if  you were  unwilling?  I‘m  only  one  person,  and  a  rather  diminutive female one at that. Subduing you, although not impossible, would be challenging.‖  

He  was  forced  to  concede  her  point.  Again.  Just  as  he  was forced  to  concede  that  a  certain  portion  of  his  anatomy  had swelled  and  thickened,  reacting  to  her  gaze  licking  up  and  down his nakedness. Damn. Apparently this was to be his lot from now on.  One  glance  from  a  pretty  girl  and  he  would  grow uncomfortably  hard,  his  testicles  tight,  his  belly  clenched  with 
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anticipation.  One  lapse,  one  instance  of  fornication,  and  he  now had  no  control  whatsoever.  Little  wonder  the  clergy  preached abstinence until marriage and rigidly enforced the law.  

He strove to think of other things, like an icy cold bath beneath the  waterfall that  hid  their  cave  from  the  outside  world.  Coupled with  a  thorough  scrubbing,  preferably  with  a  very  rough-bristled brush.  

Her gaze slanted to his groin. With raised brows and a hint of a smile, she poured herself a cup of tea. ―You have two choices.‖  

―Oh?‖ He strove for nonchalance as he grabbed his blanket and covered himself decently again. He could not be comfortable with his  own  nakedness,  let  alone  his  ungovernable  erection,  and  he wondered at the life Liliana had led, one that left her unaffected by both.  

―You hide out here, in this rather beautiful cave—‖ she waved a languid  hand  at  the  sparkling,  mineral-embedded  ceiling  ―—until you‘re forced to venture out to forage. Eventually, no matter how careful you are, you‘ll be discovered. Perhaps by those villagers or others  who‘ll  doubtless  hang  you—or  worse—when  they  discover what  you  are.  And  people will  discover  what  you  are,  Joseph.  Of that you should have no doubt.‖  

―Or?‖  

―You  accompany  me  to  Europa  and  take  full  advantage  of Vashti‘s offer by allowing her people to teach you how to control your gift.‖  

He came to full alert. ―You‘re saying I can control this curse and women will no longer desire me?‖  

She  huffed  out  a  breath  through  her  nose.  He  could  not  tell whether she was amused or irritated by his  outburst. ―Oh, they‘ll desire you, Joseph. You are an extremely handsome man. Any red-blooded  woman  alive  would  desire  you.  Scentinel  or  otherwise, you  would  still  be  irresistible.  But  to  answer  your  question,  yes, you  can  learn  how  to  control  your  gift  and  use  it  at  will.  In  the same way Vashti‘s other Scentinels have learned.‖  
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He stared at her, only now thinking to reconsider the anomaly she presented. ―And you, Liliana. Why are you able to resist me?‖  

She sipped her tea. ―Because, Joseph, I‘m an even rarer creature than yourself. A Null.‖  




Chapter Five 

 

Joseph‘s blank, uncomprehending stare confirmed what Liliana had long surmised. Anglians knew enough to demonize Scentinels and pronounce them evil, but not even the reputedly omnipotent Lord Darien Godwin had heard of Nulls.  

Goddess only knew what Godwin and his Council lackeys would make of a creature like her. And if the influential Anglian Council Leader had gotten his hands on her, she did not believe he would have given her to his son and bade her help him live a normal life. Doubtless he would have burned her at the stake or had her stoned to death. Stupid, ignorant man.  

―What  in  the  Divine  Spirit‘s  name  is  a Null?‖  Joseph  finally asked.  

Bother.  She‘d  hoped  to  avoid  a  complicated  explanation.  She itched  to  be  on  the  move,  far  away  from  this  backward  country with  its  oppressed  women  and  sexually  stunted  populace.  In Europa, she might not have been entirely free, but it was the only home she‘d ever known. She knew where she stood there. How to act  or  how not  to  act.  How  best  to  bend  the  rules  to  her  own advantage.  Navigating  Anglia‘s  interminable  regulations  and adhering  to  the  stifling  codes  of  conduct  for  females  made  her head ache.  

Joseph‘s  compelling  gaze  challenged  her  to  put  an  end  to twisting truth into more palatable lies. He deserved the truth, or as much of it as he could handle. ―At present, Joseph, you excrete a scent that makes you capable of whipping even the most innocent of women into a frenzy of sexual desire.‖  
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His oh-so-kissable lips thinned. ―You don‘t say.‖  

She  grinned  at  his  sarcasm.  But  when  he  stared  at  her,  stony-faced,  she  could not help but recall the old  woman‘s corpse. And Eglah‘s twisted, hateful mien as she described her supposed ―rape‖ at Joseph‘s hands to the villagers.  

Eglah  had  vowed  revenge,  spewing  a  graphic  litany  in  which Joseph‘s  testicles  and  a  dull  knife  had  had  a  starring  role.  The woman  had  not  appreciated  him  fleeing  her  dubious  charms. Goddess  willing,  Joseph‘s  blow  had  damaged  Eglah‘s  brain, leaving  the  cow  to  be  afflicted  with  migraines  for  the  rest  of  her sordid little life.  

―I  am  sorry  I  didn‘t  find  you  sooner,  Joseph.  I  might  have prevented a needless death and saved you a traumatic experience.‖  

He  stared  at  her,  his  expression  flat  and  cold,  taut  with repressed emotion. ―Traumatic, you say? If it had been a woman‘s scent  driving  a  man  to  couple  with  her  forcibly,  you  would  not hesitate to name it rape.‖  

His words struck her like a physical blow and she recoiled, her mind  awhirl  with  the  things  she‘d  witnessed.  Empress  Vashti‘s female  victims  were  more  than  willing  to  spread  their  legs  once they inhaled a Scentinel agent‘s perfume, but in truth they had no choice.  The  scent  was  overwhelming,  impossible  to  resist,  all-consuming.  The  women—and  men  with  certain  inclinations— became  slaves  to  the  scent,  driven  to  fulfill  their  overwhelming sexual needs and uncaring of the consequences. Was that not akin to rape, however handsome and desirable the perpetrator?  

She bowed her head, Joseph‘s words weighing on her soul. ―You are right. I‘ve become inured—cynical, if you like—because of the things  I‘ve  seen  since  Vashti…  recruited  me.  I  did  not  intend  to trivialize what happened to you. On the contrary, please believe I am sickened by it.‖  
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Joseph‘s  gaze  bored  into  hers,  seeking  truth.  Then  his  head drooped,  as  though  he  could  not  bear  the  burden  of  what  he‘d discovered in her eyes. He scuffed at the dirt floor of the cave with his  bandaged  feet  and  then  sank  to  his  haunches  with  a  weary sigh.  

She swallowed, drinking in the play of muscles in his thighs and calves. And the bared expanse of skin where his blanket rucked up between  his  legs.  In  her  mind‘s  eye  she  saw  him  naked  and aroused.  Her  breasts  tingled,  nipples  tightening.  Heat  rushed  to her cheeks, and to other more intimate places.  

She prayed he hadn‘t noticed her reaction. And then wondered why  she  was  having  any  reaction  at  all.  Could  his  scent  be dampening  hers?  Might  Joseph  truly  be  unique?  A  Scentinel whose scent she couldn’t nullify?  

She gave herself a mental shake. Impossible. It was merely the reaction  of  a  normal  woman  in  close  proximity  to  an  attractive man, hour after hour. Faced with Joseph, any woman might react in a similar fashion. He had the face and body of a warrior angel. Not that she believed in angels, of course. Such creatures belonged to the mythos of religious fanatics like the Anglians.  

―You  somehow  render  my  scent  harmless,‖  Joseph  said.  ―You cancel it out with a scent of your own.‖  

Absurdly handsome and a good head on his shoulders, too. If — when—he gained the necessary control, he would be a formidable addition to Vashti‘s stable of Scentinels. Her resolve stuttered. She did not wish to think about Joseph failing his training. He would succeed. He had to. And from the depths of her lonely soul, a small voice asked why she cared.  

She shrugged off her disquiet. She could ill afford to let a pretty face  distract  her  from  her  assignment.  ―That‘s  correct.  And  until you  learn  how  to  control  your  scent,  I‘m  your  only  chance  to depart  Anglia‘s  borders  without  the  majority  of  the  male population baying for your blood.‖  
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He paled, mouth tightening and jaw working. ―For defiling their women, you mean. What about their women defiling me? Do you think I want to couple with every woman I encounter? I defy any man to enjoy having women fight over him and kill to have him. If there  were  a  way  to  rid  myself  of  this  foulness,  I—‖  His  gaze narrowed and he leaned forward, insistent and demanding. ―There must  be  a  way  to  rid  myself  of  this  curse.  Give  me  the  truth, Liliana.‖  

―I‘m sorry, Joseph. Other than death, there is no known way to permanently  nullify  the  power  of  a  Scentinel‘s  perfume.  You smelled it yourself the first time you ripened, did you not?‖  

He  nodded,  his  gaze  distant,  focused  inward.  ―It  was  a  heady, tempting  scent.  Irresistible.  I  thought  it  came  from  the maidservant and I almost succumbed. I wanted to throw her to the ground  and  couple  with  her.  I  wanted  her  so  badly  that  I  barely gave  heed  to  the  consequences.  I  just  wanted  her.  It  was frightening.‖  

―That‘s  merely  a  taste  of  how  you  affect  others,  Joseph.  And frightening is far too mild a word for what you‘re capable of. You will never smell your own scent again, but its effect on others will grow more potent until you‘re a fully matured Scentinel. And even when you‘re old and grey, your scent will never leave you.‖  

She watched the hope leach from his eyes, leaving them dulled and lifeless. With his strict religious upbringing, she presumed he considered  suicide  a  sin  and  would  not  seek  that  option.  She fretted  all  the  same,  racking  her  brains,  searching  for  some platitude  to  ease  him.  But  she  could  offer  none.  He,  too,  was  a prisoner of his gift.  

Defeated, she opted for a portion of the truth, despite knowing 
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it would horrify him. ―Do you burn your dead, Joseph?‖  

―Such  practices  are  for  heathens.  ‗Thou  shalt  return  unto  the ground,  for  dust  thou  art,  and  unto  dust  shalt  thou  return.‘  We bury  our  dead,  as  is  fitting.‖  As  the  final  word  left  his  mouth  he swayed  from  his  crouch  to  a  seated  position,  resting  his  head  on his bent knees, physically drained by his efforts to summon such censorious righteousness.  

―Then here in Anglia,‖ she said, ―even in death you will not be left in peace.‖  

―Whatever  do  you  mean?‖  He  roused  to  lift  his  head  and  give her his full attention.  

―When a person dies and is buried, the corpse takes months to decompose.‖  

He nodded. ―That is my understanding. What has it to do with anything?‖  

Liliana  closed  her  eyes—a  careless  error,  for  the  memories crashed over her, tumbling her back into the past to relive horrors she‘d believed long buried.  




Chapter Six 

 

Liliana  tossed  and  turned  on  her  narrow  cot.  Prickly  waves  of heat seethed over her flesh. Past and present swirled in her mind, mixing with fevered dreams of a future that could never be. Giving up on sleep, she rose and slipped from her bed.  

She  flew  through  the  maze  of  hallways  leading  from  the servants‘ quarters and out a side door to the palace gardens. The plush  grass  caressing  the  bare  soles  of  her  feet  made  her  shiver with pleasure. She wended along an unseen path through formally clipped hedgerows until she reached the pond. She perched on the marble  edge  and  hesitated.  Then,  casting  all  decorum  aside,  she rucked  up  her  night  rail  and  stepped  into  the  cool  water.  Large carp swished toward her, nibbling her legs, hoping to be fed. She giggled  and  wiggled  her  toes,  teasing  them.  The  tightly  coiled pressure within her eased as she breathed in the night air.  

But Liliana was not the only person who‘d escaped her room to roam  the  grounds.  At  first  glance,  the  woman  appeared  to  be  a spirit. Her silk robe was elaborately embroidered at the hem, her velvet  slippers  far  too  fragile  for  strolling  outside.  She  undulated to the marble edge of the pool and paused, waiting.  

Liliana  inhaled  sharply,  fearfully,  wondering  when  the  spirit would fade, hoping it would soon. The pond water was now frigid and threatening. Her teeth chattered.  

―Come  with  me,  girl,‖  the  woman  said  in  the  clipped  tones  of one accustomed to being obeyed. ―There is something I must do, and I crave company.‖  

She  recognized  that  cool,  imperious  voice.  She  sank  to  her 
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knees, halting halfway when she realized that she would be soaked to  the  skin  and  render  the  thin  worn  cotton  of  her  night  rail transparent. Her thigh muscles burned from the strain of holding the pose. ―Your Imperial Majesty, forgive me. I—‖  

Empress Vashti held out her hand. ―Walk with me, if it pleases you.‖  

However  prettily  couched,  it  was  a  command.  She  scrambled from  the  pond  and  accepted  the  hand  the  Empress  proffered without  thought  for  the  consequences.  Dread  gripped  her  with unforgiving claws when she realized what she‘d done. Laying her hands on the Empress‘s person was a crime punishable by death. She  tried  to  snatch  her  hand  back,  but  the  woman  who  held  the power  of  life  or  death  over  each  and  all  her  subjects  refused  to relinquish it.  

―Do  not  be  tiresome,  child.  There  are  no  guards  about,  no toadying  lords  or  ladies  to  comment  upon  such  familiarity.‖  She tucked Liliana‘s arm in hers and led her from the garden. ―You will accompany me to the Imperial crypt.‖  

Empress Vashti‘s words were wrapped in sadness so profound that  Liliana‘s  tender  heart  clenched  in  sympathy.  She  slanted  a glance  Vashti‘s  face  and  spied  tears  tracing  her  smooth  cheeks. Who  did  the  Empress  mourn?  Whose  passing  had  the  power  to transform the haughty, pitiless Europan ruler into this vulnerable woman?  

The  crypt‘s  pearly-white  cladding  gleamed  in  the  moonlight. Vashti  ran  a  hand  over  the  entrance  and  a  hidden  door  sprang open, liberating the darkness within. The Empress towed Liliana a little  way  inside  before  relinquishing  her  hand  and  continuing onward until she was swallowed by the oppressive gloom.  

Liliana panted, one hand fisted at her chest in a vain attempt to still  her  racing  heart,  until  blessed  light  bathed  the  small passageway. She blinked at the Empress.  
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―Have  no  fear,  girl.‖  Vashti  flashed  even  white  teeth.  In  the dancing light of the lantern she held, her dark eyes sparkled with mirth. ―Despite rumors to the contrary, I am not such a heartless bitch to leave you trapped in this place for my own amusement.‖  

―Oh! I‘m so very glad to hear that.‖  

The  Empress‘s  lips  curved  briefly  at  her  painfully  honest response. ―Come. The night grows older.‖  

Vashti led her  deep into the crypt, to a small room leading off the main burial chambers. The sickly rot emanating from the body interred  within  could  not  be  disguised  by  the  pungent  herbs  and unguents permeating the corpse‘s burial shroud.  

―What is your name, girl?‖  

―L-Liliana, your Majesty.‖  

―Swear, Liliana, to reveal nothing you witness here.‖  

―I swear.‖  

Vashti held up the lantern to better examine her face. ―Give me five  minutes  only  and  then  come  for  me.  Whatever  I  may  say  or do,  you  must  remove  me  from  this  place.  I  give  you  leave  to  use physical force. And if you possess not the strength to compel me, go  immediately  to  the  barracks  and  seek  Captain  Talmai.  Show him  this.‖  She  twisted  a  ring  from  her  finger  and  pressed  it  into Liliana‘s trembling hand. ―Bring Talmai  here. He will know what to do. Do you understand, Liliana?‖  

Her fingers curled over the ring. ―Yes, I understand. But—‖  

―What is it?‖  

―A-are  you  well,  Your  Majesty?  You  appear  very  pale.  Are  you certain this is a good idea?‖  

The Empress‘s face twisted into a disturbingly mirthless smirk. ―Not at all. I must be mad.‖ She vanished into the chamber, taking the lantern with her.  
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Imagining  the  retribution  the  Empress  would  extract  if  she dropped  the  ring  in  the  crypt,  Liliana  slipped  it  on  her  middle finger  to  keep  it  safe.  She  wrapped  her  arms  about  her  middle, cowering  in  the  dark,  wishing  this  were  a  nightmare  and  she would awake safely in her cot in the tiny cramped room she shared with the other girls. If only—  

She heard muffled whispers echoing from within. Surely by now five minutes had passed? She felt her way through to the chamber and  paused  in  the  entrance,  blinking  in  the  lantern‘s  absurdly cheerful  light.  When  her  eyes  adjusted,  she  spotted  the  Empress reclining  on  the  stone  shelf,  cradling  the  decomposing  corpse  in her arms.  

Liliana  gasped,  and  even  that  small  sound  echoed  throughout the chamber like some wailing ghost.  

Vashti  raised  her  head.  ―How  dare  you  intrude  upon  our privacy,  girl.  Gershom  will  have  you  flayed  to  within  an  inch  of your miserable life. Won‘t you, my love?‖ She caressed the corpse‘s skull, smoothing back its brittle hair.  

Liliana shrank back, her mind working furiously. Gershom? The man had been revealed as a Scentinel agent before he died. But a Scentinel‘s corpse was always ceremonially burned to prevent—  

Comprehension smote her. Innana save us both. 

She  advanced  toward  the  Empress.  She  would  do  as  charged, even if she must slap the Empress senseless and drag her away by her  hair.  No  one—not  even  Captain  Talmai—should  bear  witness to this travesty. It was wrong, hideously wrong.  

And  yet,  strangely  right.  For  Vashti  had  known  this  would happen  and  been  fully  aware  of  the  consequences.  Nevertheless, she had dared farewell the man she‘d loved above all others. The proud,  pitiless  Empress  would  never  have  risked  so  much  for  a trifling attachment.  

[image: ]

―Leave us!‖ The stricken woman pressed her lips to the corpse‘s brow.  Desperate  lust  had  twisted  her  features  into  something dangerous and unsettling. 

 ―My  Lady,  it‘s  time  to  leave  Gershom  in  peace.‖  Liliana  spoke softly,  gently,  capturing  the  Empress‘s  gaze,  coaxing  her.  She barked her shins on the rough-hewn edge of the shelf. Pain smote her but she refused to reveal it, unwilling to pull her gaze from the woman‘s  face.  ―You  must  leave  him  now.  It‘s  time.  Leave  him  in peace.‖  She  reached  for  the  Empress,  preparing  to  grab  her shoulders  and  wrestle  her  away  from  Gershom‘s  corpse.  She leaned closer still.  

Vashti‘s  gaze  followed  Liliana‘s  hand.  She  inhaled,  opened  her mouth as if to speak, and the sensual haze dissipated, sliding from her face as though it had never existed. She blinked, jerking when she realized what she‘d clasped to her bosom. She rearranged the corpse  with  due  care,  but  her  hand  shook  as  she  took  hold  of Liliana‘s and shuffled gracelessly from the ledge.  

―Thank you,‖ she managed, still wild-eyed—as any sane woman would  be  over  finding  herself  embracing  a  corpse.  She  clutched Liliana  tightly  enough  to  bruise  her,  perhaps  seeking  to  ground herself in the touch of a living, breathing human being.  

―I‘m truly sorry for your loss, Your Majesty.‖  

Vashti  thrust  her  away  and  considered  her  through  narrowed, calculating eyes. ―Interesting. What exactly are you, child?‖  

Liliana‘s blood chilled. What as opposed to who? ―Forgive me, but I do not understand.‖  

―You have a gift, child.‖  

No.  I  can’t  have.  Please,  Goddess,  no!  ―I—I  don‘t  know  what you mean.‖  

―You  rendered  a  Scentinel‘s  potent  scent  ineffective.  And  that, child, makes you valuable to me. Extremely valuable indeed.‖  
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Liliana shuddered as the memory faded, leaving her alone with Joseph  in  the  cave.  She‘d  been  abandoned  by  her  parents  as  an infant.  She‘d  been  a  servant  for  as  long  as  she  could  remember. She‘d  been  grateful  to  have  a  roof  over  her head  and  food  in  her belly, but always secretly wished for more. She should have been more careful with her wishes.  

Her ―gift‖ had elevated her from lowly kitchen maid to a woman of  high  rank  and  privilege,  but  still  a  woman  under  Vashti‘s control. The Empress had showered her with everything she could desire except the one thing she wanted above all else—the freedom to  choose  her  own  path.  If  she‘d  had  the  choice,  she  would  have preferred  to  remain  a  servant.  At  least  a  servant  was  considered human.  At  least  a  servant  had  some  pride.  To  Empress  Vashti, Liliana was less than human, a thing, a weapon to be used as she saw fit.  

And  as  the  years  passed,  the  scope  of  her  servitude  expanded still  more,  for  Vashti  had  lately  begun  eyeing  potential  mates  for Liliana, eager for her to breed more Nulls.  

She hated the Empress for using her. The bitch took everything she had to offer and demanded more. Vashti would never let her go. Liliana knew only death would set her free, and if her gift was like  a  Scentinel‘s,  even  then  she  might  be  used.  She  had nightmares about it, imagining her preserved corpse kept in some elaborate  casket  and  the  lid  opened  whenever  Vashti  wished  to nullify a Scentinel‘s power.  

Her horror must have spilled out from her soul to dawn on her face,  for  Joseph  whispered  his  question  again,  perhaps  as reluctant to ask as she was to tell. ―What do decomposing corpses have to do with anything?‖  

She threw back her shoulders and looked him in the eye. ―When a  Scentinel  dies,  his  gift  lingers.  It  does  fade  over  time,  but  only loses its power altogether once his body is fully decomposed.‖  
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A  ghastly  greenish  hue  suffused  his  face.  ―You  mean  women defile dead Scentinels?‖  

―No. Not that. However depraved you might think us, Europans would  never  condone  such  abomination.  No.  When  a  Scentinel dies,  he  is  burned  and  his  ashes  scattered  over  a  large  body  of water to prevent such sacrilege. Only one has ever been interred. His body lies sealed in a crypt.‖  

―And it is because of him you know this,‖ he said. ―Something disturbing happened after he died.‖  

Damn him for an intelligent man. ―Yes.‖  

―Ah.‖ He stared away into the distance.  

She sat quietly, allowing him the silence he needed, grateful he did not question her further. The recollection of that evening was horror enough.  

She  sipped  her  tea,  gauging  the  emotions  playing  across Joseph‘s unguarded face. She recognized anger and  despair. She, too,  had  faced  them.  She  knew  he  was  struggling  to  reach  a decision and hoped that when he did, it would be the easiest one for  them  both.  She  would  rather  not  have  to  drug  him  into submission  and  smuggle  him  out  of  Anglia  under  some  pretext, although she had planned for just that eventuality.  

This  mission  was  highly  unusual  because  Scentinels  were primarily  a  Europan  anomaly,  and  yet  this  extraction  was  from Anglian territory. Often, too, the anomaly skipped generation after generation  before  suddenly  manifesting,  making  the  birth  of  a potential  Scentinel  a  rare  event  even  in  Europa.  Hence  Vashti‘s eagerness  to  acquire  them.  And  the  lengths  she  went  to,  placing watchers about each family known to have spawned a Scentinel in the  past  with  orders  to  observe  adolescent  males  for  signs  of  the ripening.  
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Europans  had  of  course  migrated  to  other  parts  of  the  world and  interbred  with  locals,  so  it  followed  that  boys  with  the anomaly  might  be  born  in  other  countries.  But  how  had  the Empress  known  that  Joseph  had  Scentinel  potential?  Liliana frowned,  but  quickly  smoothed  her  features.  Doubtless  she  had been told only what she needed to know to complete this mission.  

―Are Scentinels always male?‖ Joseph asked.  

―Yes.‖  

―What about Nulls? Are they always female?‖  

She shrugged. ―Considering I  am the only Null yet discovered, that remains a mystery.‖  

―Oh. Now I see.‖  

His  condescension-laced  tone  pricked  her  to  react.  ―And  what do you see, pray tell?‖  

―It becomes clear why your Empress sent a female to do a man‘s job.‖  

―Because  she  had  no  choice,  is  that  what  you  are  implying?‖ When he nodded, she exploded. ―Why, you arrogant young puppy. Let  me  educate  you  regarding  my  capabilities  and  my  value  as  a mere female. I provide a counter to Scentinel influence. Although only  a  select  few  know  me  by  sight,  even  the  merest  rumor  of someone  like  me  is  enough  to  keep  the  Scentinels  honest.  And despite  not  being  male,  I  am  ranked  a  Sergeant  in  our  military forces. Do you know why I have attained such a rank? Me, a mere female?‖  

He had the grace to appear abashed as he shook his head.  

She took a sip of her tea, irritated still further to realize that her hands  shook.  ―I  suppose  you  imagine  I  earned  my  rank  on  my back with my thighs spread.‖  

―No. Of course not. I—‖  

―I  earned  my  rank  because  I‘m  good  at  what  I  do.  Very  good. Better  than  most  men.  I  earned  my  rank  because  I  bloody  well deserve it.‖  
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―My  apologies.  I  did  not  mean  to  belittle  you  because  you  are female.‖  

Oh, yes, you did. And she could rant and rave and still not alter his prejudice against women. That would only come with time and education. ―Apology accepted,‖ she muttered.  

There  was  more  that  she  could  not  reveal  to  him,  such  as  the increase  in  the  numbers  of  young  men  located  and  extracted without  incident.  Thanks  to  her  nullifying  capabilities,  fewer young  men  were  traumatized  by  mobs  of  women  bent  on seduction.  Or  worse,  overcome  by  female  family  members  and forced to do unspeakable things to those they loved. The unlucky ones were irrevocably lost to madness by the time she found them. She  mourned  every  single  man  she  failed.  She  saw  their  faces  in her nightmares.  

She  would  not  fail  Joseph.  It  would  be  no  easy  task,  though, saving him.  

Liliana was usually paired with either a fully-trained Scentinel or  a  seasoned Normal,  as  non-Scentinel  agents  were  called.  She had been elated when Talmai selected her for this mission. On the pretext of giving her the chance to prove she was as capable as any male agent, he‘d gotten her some respite from the Empress‘s plan to  breed  more  Nulls.  But  now,  an  insidious  worm  of  doubt tunneled  into  her  consciousness.  If  she  failed  to  retrieve  Joseph, Vashti  would  have  the  excuse  she‘d  been  looking  for  to  have Captain Talmai pull Liliana from active duty. She wouldn‘t put it past  the  bitch  to  have  ordered  Talmai  to  send  her  on  a  solo mission in the hope she would fail.  

Her  mission  chose  that  moment  to  clear  his  throat.  ―How exactly  are  you  planning  on  getting  us  to  a  port  and  across  the 
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channel to Europa?‖  

She  pushed  the  doubts  aside  and  favored  him  with  a particularly  brilliant  smile.  ―An  excellent  question.  How  strongly do you feel about the sanctity of marriage, Joseph?‖  




Chapter Seven 

 

―Marriage?‖  Joseph‘s  eyes  widened.  Possibilities  pounded through  his  veins,  chasing  away  despair.  Liliana  neutralized  his scent. With her at his side, he could stay in Anglia. He could take another  name,  set  himself  up  in  comfort,  ingratiate  himself  with influential men. Wait for his father to pass on, and then claim his birthright.  

Marriage. It would be a boon for him. But for Liliana, a woman who  wore  men‘s  clothing  and  did  not  hesitate  to  defend  herself when  slighted,  a  woman  whose  core  beliefs  ran  so  counter  to  his own….  She  would  be  a  difficult  woman  to  control.  ―Marriage  to you? A Europan?‖  

Her  expression  might  have  shriveled  his  stones  if  he  hadn‘t been  so  preoccupied  with  her  startling  question.  ―I‘m  not  talking about a real marriage, you wet goose. Once I get hold of suitable women‘s clothing, we will masquerade as husband and wife until you‘re  safely  across  Europan  borders  and  far  from  your  father‘s clutches. That way, I will have a valid excuse to stay close to you at all times and no one will have issues with us sharing a room. The alternative is to masquerade as brother and sister.‖  

Ah.  Of  course.  How  could  he  ever  have  imagined  staying  in Anglia?  The  merest  rumor  that  he  was  still  alive,  daring  to  set himself  up  as  a  gentleman,  and  his  father  would  bring  the  full wrath of the law down upon him. Liliana was right, he was a wet goose.  

He  shut  all  thoughts  of  leading  a  normal  life  away  to concentrate on the reality. ―Even if we decided to travel as siblings, 
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you would require a chaperone if I were to room with you.‖  

She  sighed  and  massaged  the  spot  between  her  eyebrows—the first  hint  he‘d  glimpsed  to  suggest  that  her  energy  might  not  be limitless.  ―I  suspected  as  much.  You  people  are  so  backward. Chaperones. Do you not trust your women?‖  

―Of  course  we  do.‖  And  beneath  the  weight  of  her  quirked eyebrows and quizzical gaze, he opted for a more truthful answer. ―I  suppose  not.  I  have  not  previously  given  the  matter  much thought.‖  

―Or perhaps the truth is that you sex-deprived Anglian men do not trust yourselves.‖ She puffed out a disgusted breath. ―You see? This  is  why  it  is  so  ridiculous  to  consider  sex  sinful.  If  Anglians could  bring  themselves  to  consider  sexual  intercourse  a  natural and  necessary  function  of  being  human,  and  nothing  to  be ashamed of, your women wouldn‘t suffer as they do.‖  

He  scratched  his  chin  while  she  ranted,  contemplating  an alternative plan.  

―Damn it, Joseph. You‘re not even listening to me, are you?‖  

He‘d put up with enough of her lecturing. ―Until I see firsthand how your  society  works  and your  women  are  treated,  I  will  not concede that Anglia has it so horribly wrong. And you should mind your language. You use words no lady should, words that even for men are frowned upon in Anglian society.‖  

Her brows rose. ―Which words? Sex?‖  

Her  forthrightness  made  his  ears  burn—quite  literally,  if  the heat flushing his face was anything to go by.  

She  guffawed,  the  masculine  sound  incongruous  on  her  lips. ―I‘m  surprised  your  innocent  little  brain  didn‘t  explode  when  I mentioned ‗fucking‘. What about male and female sexual organs?‖ She continued before he could muster a protest. ―Let me hazard a wild  guess.  Penis  would  be  described  as  something  like  ‗rod‘  or ‗manhood‘ or, Salome forbid, ‗shaft‘. And vulva would be described as  ‗flower  of  womanhood‘  or  some  such  pathetic  childish nonsense.‖ She laughed at his pained expression.  
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―Laugh all you like,‖ he said. ―But at least our women are pure and—‖  

―Pure  as  the  driven  snow,‖  she  said,  her  tone  and  expression jeering.  ―There  wasn‘t  anything  pure  about  Eglah,  that  bracket-faced Anglian trollop who forced you to—‖  

―Enough.‖  He  bellowed  the  word  as  raw  fury  and  shame shredded his control. ―This conversation is over.‖  

―Joseph, I apologize. I went too far.‖  

―Indeed.‖ He caught a glimpse of her anguish-filled eyes before he  rose  to  his  feet  and  walked  over to  stand  before  the  waterfall. He  wished  he  could  ignore  Liliana‘s  presence  and  stand  naked beneath  the  pounding  water  until  it  cleansed  him,  washed  away his sins and all memory of what Eglah had done to him. And what he‘d  done  to  her.  He  stared  out  at  the  silvery  cascade  and  gave himself  to  the  constant  thrum  of  water  beating  down  upon  the rocks, letting the incessant sound numb his mind.  

Her touch on his arm brought him back. ―I‘m sorry. There is no excuse for what I said.‖  

He heard pity lacing her quietly voiced words, felt compassion in her gentle caress. He knew it to be truthful, heartfelt, and took no  pleasure  in  it.  He  hated  her  for  daring  to  believe  she understood his shame.  

―It might help to talk about it.‖  

―No,  it  would  not.‖  He  shrugged  off  her  hand.  He‘d  lost everything, and she was a convenient target. ―I have a suggestion.‖  

―Oh?‖  

―You should continue pretending to be a man. You are so very good at it, after all.‖ He forced himself to meet her eyes and then 
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made  a  point  of  addressing  her  bosom.  ―If  you  hadn‘t  flaunted your nakedness in front of me, I would have believed you a young boy still in the schoolroom. I‘ve not yet seen anything to alter my first impression.‖  

To his chagrin, she did not appear upset by his calculated insult. She  moistened  her  lips  with  the  tip  of  her  tongue  and  it  wasn‘t until he blinked that he realized he‘d been staring at her mouth.  

A secretive smile hovered on her lips. ―Really? I suggest you re-dress  your  feet.  You‘ll  find  food  and  everything  else  you  might need  in  my  pack.‖  She  pushed  past  him  and  ducked  beneath  the water, leaving him to brood over her response.  

Hours later, she startled him by appearing amidst the sheeting water  like  some  spirit  intent  on  haunting  him.  She  cast  a  quick glance  over  his  attire  as  she  wrung  the  excess  water  from  her clothes.  Then  she  busied  herself  with  packing  up  her  belongings and erasing all trace of their presence.  

Joseph,  half-expecting  her  to  treat  him  with  the  same  cool disdain  his  mother  employed  when  he‘d  displeased  her,  was nonplussed.  He  could  not  fathom  whether  she  was  pretending nothing had changed between them or whether she cared not a jot what he thought about her. He, on the other hand, did care what she thought of him. Not that he would admit it.  

Night crept up on them before they ventured from the cave. He didn‘t  enjoy  his  naked  dip  by  moonlight,  or  having  to  don  the clothing and boots he hadn‘t managed to shield from the water. He would have preferred to travel during the day, with the heat of the sun  to  dry  his  clothing,  but  he  understood  the  need  for  caution. Now that he‘d made the decision to accompany Liliana to Europa, he did not relish interference from vengeful villagers. Or another altercation with his father.  

―You  mentioned  horses,‖  he  said  when  the  deepening  silence finally  had  its  way  with  him  and  he  could  bear  it  no  more.  ―I presume you‘ve hidden them well.‖ 
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She ducked beneath an overhanging branch, sparing him a brief backward glance as she moved swiftly and almost silently through the  undergrowth.  He  envied  her  skills.  He  felt  like  a  carthorse lumbering along in her light-footed wake.  

Her  response  floated  back  to  him.  ―I  haven‘t  hidden  them anywhere.  They‘re  stabled  about  two  hour‘s  walk  from  the  cave. And  before  you  ask  any  more  questions,  they‘re  not  strictly my horses.‖  

―Meaning?‖  

―I‘m going to steal them.‖  

―Ah.‖  

She paused and waited for him to catch up. ―Well?‖ she asked, raising a brow.  

―Well, what?‖  

―Do you not have a convenient verse of scripture specific to the evils of horse thievery to regale me with? Some drivel you would like to pound into my heathenish head to warn me of the hideous peril  I‘m  inflicting  upon  my  poor  unsuspecting  soul  each  time  I steal?‖  

Joseph rubbed his aching arm, thankful for the chance to rest, if only  because  she  seemed  determined  to  provoke  another argument. ―I could compose one if it would amuse you.‖  

Her  lofty  expression  slid  into  an  impish  grin.  ―Perhaps  later. We‘re about half an hour away, so we must be more circumspect.‖  

―You  mean  it‘s  high  time  I  stopped  asking  so  many  questions because sound carries at night.‖  

―Well done. I‘ll make a spy out of you yet.‖  

His  spirit  buoyed  at  her  light-hearted  banter.  He  hung  back  a moment, watching as she expertly picked her path through bushes 
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and  brambles,  giving  the  impression  she  strolled  through  a manicured estate garden.  

He tried to mimic her but tripped over a grasping, prickly vine. ―I  suspect  it  might  take  a  while,‖  he  muttered  as  he  bent  to untangle  the  vine.  Despite  the  extra  padding  he‘d  bound  about them, the soles of his feet hurt. He hoped she was as expert a horse thief as her casual manner suggested. At this rate, even his blisters would  have  blisters.  Riding  a  horse—something  he‘d  taken  for granted his entire life—seemed an inconceivable luxury.  

His  gaze  wandered  to  Liliana‘s  rear.  Contrary  to  what  he‘d intimated,  he  did  not  think  she  had  the  figure  of  a  boy.  Her trousers  molded  to  her  rounded  bottom  with  each  step  she  took. The  view  took  his  mind  off  his  feet  and  made  him  aware  of  the increasingly  tight  fit  of  his  own  trousers.  He  eased  himself, perplexed  to  feel  no  burning  shame  for  his  aroused  state,  before hurrying after the cause of his discomfort.  

He‘d fallen into a drowsy trance, watching the play of muscles in her buttocks and barely aware of putting one foot in front of the other, when she grabbed his arm. She drew him down to a crouch beside her, one finger to her lips. ―There it is,‖ she breathed in his ear.  

Her warm breath caressed his skin. He ground his jaw. He must resist  his  attraction  to  her.  That  way  lay  certain  corruption.  He squinted  into  the  darkness  until  he  could  discern  distinct  shapes in  the  shadows.  It  was  a  hostelry,  not  at  all  the  sort  of  quality lodging he would have frequented in happier times.  

―How  do  you  know  there  are  horses  stabled  there?‖  he whispered.  

―I checked earlier, of course. But even if I hadn‘t, can‘t you smell them?‖  

He inhaled. He smelt only the earthy damp odors he associated with growing things. And Liliana‘s disturbing, spicy scent.  
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―Stay here,‖ she instructed, peeling away from his side.  

―What are you planning to do?‖  

She  didn‘t  bother  to  reply,  and  he  was  forced  to  watch  her  flit from  shadow  to  shadow,  at  one  with  the  night.  He  admired  her proficiency,  even  as  his  masculine  ego  decried  her  as  a  mere woman  who  shouldn‘t  have  attempted  such  a  perilous  task.  He waited,  his  heart  pumping  with  apprehension,  fists  clenched against  an  outcry,  expecting  men  to  come  pouring  from  the hostelry at any moment.  

Enough. He would not remain behind like some useless piece of baggage. He crept forward.  

Once he‘d left the cover of the trees, he sprinted for the stable. At  the  entrance  he  paused,  flattening  himself  against  the  outside wall.  The  last  time  he  entered  a  stable,  he‘d  been  betrayed  by someone  he  trusted.  He  gritted  his  teeth  and  stepped  inside, hugging the wall until his vision compensated for the gloom. 

A shadowy figure stood silhouetted inside a stall. It was Liliana. He  recognized  her  assured  posture.  She  offered  the  horse something from her hand and crooned to it softly. He took a step forward and she sprang to alertness, relaxing her stance when she recognized him.  

―I told you to stay where you were,‖ she said, in a voice just loud enough for him to hear. ―Watch out for the—‖  

―Uhhh.‖ He sank to his knees and discovered he‘d tripped over a limp body. The man was clad only in his smallclothes and reeked of liquor. Joseph felt his way up the limp form until he found the man‘s neck. He pressed two fingers to the throat. His hands shook so much that it wasn‘t easy to find the steadily beating pulse.  

She hadn‘t killed him. His breath whooshed out and his tension eased.  
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―My guess is he‘s the ostler,‖ Liliana said. ―He‘ll be fine. As will the boy I found sleeping in one of the other stalls. I do not make a habit of murdering innocent people.‖  

He refused to consider that statement too carefully. He did not want to think about what she might have been forced to do in the service of her empress. Or what he, too, might one day be forced to do.  

―Since you‘re here, make yourself useful,‖ she said. ―Unless you would  prefer  to  stay  and  offer  both  my  victims  succor  for  the headaches they‘ll have when they wake?‖  

From  her  clipped  tone  and  sarcastic  words,  he  knew  she  was sorely  irritated.  He  could  hardly  blame  her.  He‘d  blundered  in unannounced.  If  he‘d  distracted  her  at  some  crucial  moment,  he might  have  ruined  everything.  He  skirted  the  unconscious  man and made his way to the stall. ―What do you want me to do?‖  

―Here.‖ She tossed him a bundle. ―His clothes won‘t fit too well, but  they‘ll  attract  less  attention  than  those  you‘re  wearing.  Then drag him out of the way,  select a horse and get acquainted. I was going to make two trips, but now that won‘t be necessary. Hurry.‖  

The thought of donning unlaundered clothes disgusted him, but he did as he was bid. The ostler‘s trousers had an ample waistline, suggesting  the  man  was  overly  fond  of  his  food.  Joseph  cinched them about his own waist with his belt. He dragged the man into an empty stall and propped him against the wall.  

A horse nickered. Liliana whispered soothing nonsense. ―Shove your clothes under that pile of hay,‖ she instructed. ―It is unlikely a woman  will  venture  in  here  and  be  overcome  by  any  scent  that lingers on them, but by the time they‘re discovered, I want us long gone.‖  

The old stable housed four horses. None were particularly fine examples  of  horseflesh,  but  he  selected  a  sturdy  gelding  and extended a fist for the beast to sniff. It blew through its nostrils at him,  whickering  as  he  patted  its  nose.  He  ran  his  hands  over  its flanks and legs, lifting each one to check the quality of the shoeing before moving on to the next. ―You‘ll do me well,‖ he murmured, satisfied with his choice of mount.  
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―Good.‖ Liliana‘s voice startled him. Again, he hadn‘t heard her move. ―Muffle his hooves with these strips of cloth and saddle up.‖  

Joseph  did  so,  conscious  of  her  watching  him.  It  rankled  that she did not trust his horsemanship. He would soon show her that he was more than merely competent.  

When  she  led  her  saddled  mount  from  its  stall,  he  saw  she‘d secured her backpack and a couple of spare horse blankets behind the  saddle.  Despite  makeshift  cloth  slippers,  the  dull  clopping  of her  mount‘s  hooves  on  the  packed  dirt  floor  seemed  too  loud. ―Ready?‖  

―Of course.‖  

―Hold my mount whilst I get the other two.‖  

―We‘re taking all four?‖  

―Of course.‖  

He ignored the fact that she‘d mimicked his words and tone. ―I can think of no good reason to take spare mounts.‖  

She clucked her tongue. ―You don‘t have much faith in me.‖  

―It‘s a valid point. If our positions were reversed—‖  

He saw a white flash  of her teeth as she smiled. ―We‘re taking all  the  horses  because  first,  it  will  appear  that  more  than  two thieves were involved. Second, having to procure more horses will delay  any  pursuers.  I‘ve  also  doused  the  ostler  and  the  boy  with liquor. It will appear they drank themselves into oblivion and our crime was one of opportunity rather than planned thievery. We‘ll loose the spare horses after a few miles. They‘re both saddled and ready to go. Are you?‖  
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He could not fault her reasoning, damn her. ―Yes.‖  

―Good. Now keep these two quiet.‖  

He narrowed his eyes at her, resenting her stating the obvious. He  was  not  stupid.  But  he  kept  that  sentiment  to  himself  as  he stroked  his  mount‘s  neck  and  clucked  sweet  nothings  at  both beasts.  

She  led  the  two  remaining  horses  from  their  stalls.  ―I  hope you‘re as competent a rider as I think you are,‖ she said, swinging easily onto her chosen mount and leaning down to grasp the spare mount‘s reins.  

Without  waiting  to  be  asked,  Joseph  mounted  his  horse  and snagged the reins of the horse he was going to lead. He glared at her. ―I am.‖  

―Excellent.  Now  we‘re  going  to  walk  these  lovely,  obedient creatures out of here. Only once we‘re out of sight of the hostelry will we high-tail it away. Is that clear?‖  

―Yes.‖  He  had  to  admire  her  audacity.  She  sat  relaxed  in  the saddle,  unconcerned  by  any  possibility  of  discovery.  When  the horse she led balked, she merely clucked soft encouragement until it calmed and did her bidding.  

One  of  the  horses  snorted.  Fearing  discovery  Joseph  hunched his shoulders. He resisted the instinct to lay flat atop his mount‘s back and present a smaller target to any marksman. He stiffened his  spine.  He  would  not  give  Liliana  any  further  reason  to  chide him.  Only  when  they  passed  the  first  bend  in  the  track,  taking them  out  of  sight  of the  hostelry  and  decreasing  their  chances  of discovery,  did  he  allow  himself  to  relax  and  breathe  out  the tension.  

An  owl  swooped  low  overhead.  Its  echoing  hoot  spooked Liliana‘s  mount.  The  horse  reared.  She  valiantly  fought  the  reins and for one angst-ridden moment, it appeared she would prevail. Then  she  toppled  from  the  saddle.  Her  muffled  ―Oof‖  as  she landed was her sole concession to what must have been a painful dismount.  The  owl  hooted  again,  this  time  provoking  Liliana‘s mount and the horse she‘d been leading to take off like the hounds of Hell were on their tails.  
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Joseph dropped his spare horse‘s reins and  slapped  its rear to encourage  it  to  follow  the  runaways.  He  dug  his  heels  into  his mount‘s side, urging it forward.  

Liliana  had  clambered  to  her  feet.  Her  face  was  a  picture  of frustrated dismay, and he could see her wringing her hands. It was such an unexpected, typically feminine response from her that he laughed out loud.  

As he raced past her, he leaned down and plucked her from the ground, tossing her up onto the saddle behind him. His sore arm protested  even  her  slight  weight,  but  he  was  so  consumed  by exhilaration  that  he  barely  registered  the  pain.  He  felt  her  arms snake about his waist and spurred his horse onward.  

Ah, it felt good to ride again, to use his skills to coax every last ounce of speed from the beast. For the first time since he‘d woken up irrevocably changed, he felt in control.  

He  spotted  his  target  ahead,  reins  dragging  and  Liliana‘s  pack still tied to its saddle. He leaned over his mount‘s neck, urging it to a final spurt of speed. As he drew level with the runaway, he yelled back to Liliana, ―Get ready to take the reins.‖  

―Don‘t  be  an  ass,‖  she  screamed,  her  hands  digging  into  his waist  as  though  she  might  physically  compel  him  to  stay  in  his saddle.  

He ignored her. He freed his feet from the stirrups, keeping his seat purely through the strength of his thighs and the pressure of his knees. Trusting that Liliana was a skilled enough rider to take control,  he  passed  his  reins  back  to  her,  swung  his  leg  over  the 
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horse‘s neck and leapt.  




Chapter Eight 

 

It was not purely a leap of faith for Joseph. It was a leap which bespoke his utter confidence in his own physical abilities. Despite everything that had happened to him, despite having to rely on a woman  he  barely  knew  for  his  survival,  right  now  he  was  in control. These were horses. And he knew horses.  

He  landed  squarely  in  the  saddle,  found  the  stirrups  with  his toes, and grabbed the trailing reins. He pulled up his mount, and as its headlong gallop slowed to a controlled canter, he reveled in its responsiveness to his unspoken commands. He glanced back at Liliana. She gestured furiously at him, her intent obvious. Wait for me.  

He  eased  his  horse  to  a  trot  and  then  a  walk.  Along  with  the slowing  of  his  mount‘s  pace,  his  spirit,  which  had  soared  during the chase, sank until it was once more grounded. He mourned the loss of that thrilling, heady sensation and the furious pounding of his heart, which had allowed him to ignore the pain he‘d suffered when he landed in the saddle. He wouldn‘t be surprised if his balls were black and blue in the morning.  

Liliana nudged her horse alongside his.  

―Well?‖ He waited for her to soundly scold him for his antics.  

―I was right about you.‖  

He quirked his brows, startled. ―How so?‖  

―You, Joseph David Godwin, are a damned fine horseman.‖  

His face split into a wide grin.  

―Don‘t get too cocky,‖ she cautioned. ―We still have a ways to go before we can stop looking over our shoulders. Do you want your 
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horse back, or will my mare do?‖  

―She‘ll do admirably.‖  

―Good.  Then  let  us  put  distance  between  us  and  our  victims.‖ She kicked her heels and took off at a gallop.  

He followed her. He had no choice.  

The  bracing  night  air  ran  spectral  hands  through  his  hair  and plucked  at  his  clothes.  The  pounding  of  his  horse‘s  hooves  as  he raced  to  catch  up  with  Liliana  beat  time  with  the  realization blooming in his head. He had a choice. He could choose death.  

Instead, he chose to accompany Liliana to Europa. Far stronger than  his  drive  to  do  whatever  it  took  to  master  his  curse  was  his fascination  for  her.  In  the  short  time  he‘d  known  her,  he‘d  never felt so alive.  

**** 

Liliana  found  shelter  in  a  derelict  ruin  that  appeared  more  a deathtrap  than  a  place  to  spend  the  night.  In  silence,  Joseph helped  clear  away  enough  debris  to  give  them  both  a  place  to sleep. Then he lay down beneath his blanket and closed his eyes. By the time she‘d washed her face and settled in for the night, his soft snores told her he‘d fallen asleep.  

His tormented moans woke her.  

She  hurried  to  his  side  and  stroked  a  hand  down  his  arm, hoping to gentle him back to sleep. He shivered beneath her touch and  she  crooned  soft  nonsense  to  soothe  him.  ―Shhh,  Joseph. You‘re safe now. I won‘t let anyone hurt you.‖  

―Won‘t  let  anyone  hurt  me,‖  he  breathed.  Then  he  stiffened. ―You. I swear you‘ll not have me again.‖ He thrust her away. His eyes were dilated, nostrils flared. His chest heaved like a bellows. His  jaw  worked  and  he  ground  his  teeth  as  he  succumbed  to  the tenacious grip of the nightmare.  

―Joseph.‖ She reached for him again.  
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But  he  rolled  away,  shedding  the  blanket  that  threatened  to tangle  about  his  legs.  ―Do  not  come  any  closer.‖  He  backed  up, clutching his fists to his chest like a shield, his gaze darting back and forth, seeking an escape route.  

―Joseph, who am I?‖ She kept her voice calm and level.  

―Eglah.‖ He uttered the name through clenched teeth, his tone spiced with such intense loathing that it chilled her.  

Eglah. The bitch from the village who had forced him to service her.  

She  sat  on  her  heels.  Joseph‘s  Scentinel  training  would  be difficult  enough  without  him  associating  sex  with  rape  and murder. She would not hand over a mentally damaged man to the Empress. Vashti had little tolerance for broken or spoiled goods.  

She could help Joseph through this. She could play Salome the Seductress, and give him new associations. Pleasurable memories to  banish  the  old.  Did  she  dare?  If  the  Empress  learned  of  her indiscretion—  

Never  mind.  She  shrugged  off  her  disquiet.  She  would  not hesitate to justify her actions if anyone chose to bring her to task over them.  

She  gazed  at  the  man  in  front  of  her.  It  would  be  no  trial  to seduce him. She rose to her feet.  

Joseph  had  backed  himself  up  against  a  pile  of  wood.  He crouched,  huddling  like  a  man  awaiting  his  doom.  His  head snapped up as she approached, and he sneered. ―Begone, slattern, before I thrash the unholy lust from your body.‖  

She  ignored  his  threats,  recognizing  them  as  bravado.  He thought  her  a  woman  he  associated  with  death  and  fear  and humiliation. He was afraid of her.  

She took off her boots and trousers and then sauntered toward him, confident he would not try to engage her physically. But if she 
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was wrong, any man unused to physical combat would find it nigh on  impossible  to  best  her.  She  paused  before  him,  catching  his gaze and holding it as she unbuttoned her shirt. She slipped it off her shoulders, presenting herself to him naked as the day she was born. ―Joseph. Do you remember who I am?‖  

―You are Eglah.‖  

―No. I am Liliana. I saved you.‖  

Confusion darkened his eyes. ―Eglah saved me?‖  

―No.  Liliana  saved  you. I  saved  you.  And  I  would  never  hurt you.‖  She  knelt  before  him,  her  heels  tucked  beneath  her  rear, hands  palm  down  on  her  knees.  ―Do  you  want  to  touch  me, Joseph?‖  

―No.‖  Shadows  chased  across  his  eyes  as  his  gaze  fastened  on her  breasts,  then  slid  away.  And  returned,  as  though  he  couldn‘t help himself. The tip of his tongue moistened his lips. ―I—I don‘t know.‖  

―Would  it  help  if  I  promise  not  to  move?  You  may  touch  me however  you  please  and  I  will  remain  still.  I  give  you  my  word.‖ She had played this game with a man before and won. All it took was  self-control  and  discipline.  She  possessed  both  qualities aplenty. She would pass the test this time, too. Easily.  

And  then  he  looked  up,  capturing  her  with  his  gaze.  His emotions were stripped bare. His lust, his wanting, his desire for her glittered in his eyes.  

Her  breath  caught  in  her  throat  and  her  heart  beat  a  frantic tattoo.  She  wanted  him,  too,  with  an  intensity  that  thrilled  and terrified  her.  It  was  all  she  could  do  to  remain  mute  and  let  him proceed at his own pace.  

She  waited,  concentrating  on  keeping  her  breathing  even. Anticipation rippled in her belly. Time seemed interminable. She yearned  to  feel  Joseph‘s  hands  on  her  body,  his  fingers  stroking her  bare  skin.  She  ached  for  him.  But  she  would  not  break  her promise. He must make the first move.  
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He  reached  out,  his  hand  quivering.  She  forced  herself  not  to react, holding her body still even when his fingertips brushed her shoulder  and  dropped  to  caress  the  curve  of  her  breast.  Heat pooled in her groin as he inched closer. He rose to his knees before her. One hand drifted down to rest on the swell of her hip and the other hovered before her breast, indecisive. Maddeningly so.  

She  heaved  a  deep,  shuddering  breath,  inadvertently  inviting him.  

He answered, cupping his palm on her breast. Warmth flowed into  her  skin,  heightening  her  sensitivity.  Every  nerve  ending  lit with  desire  and  need.  She  bit  her  lip  to  suppress  a  moan.  How could such a simple caress affect her so?  

He  brushed  her  nipple  with  his  thumb,  a  fleeting  stroke.  Her areola  puckered  and  the  nipple  engorged.  He  leaned  closer, fascinated  by  her  body‘s  response.  The  warmth  of  his  breath  on her  bare  skin  compounded  the  assault  on  her  already  tenuous resolve.  She  gouged  her  fingernails  into  her  knees  and  the  small pain steadied her.  

He  rolled  her  nipple  between  his  fingers,  the  pressure  gentle, teasing,  heavy  with  the  promise  of  more.  He  nudged  her  knees apart,  edged  even  closer.  His  head  bent.  His  breath  tickled  her skin. She squeezed her eyelids shut, holding herself rigid, locking her  muscles  to  prevent  from  thrusting  her  breast  toward  his slightly parted mouth.  

He flicked her nipple with his tongue.  

Goddess. Sensation speared a path straight to her groin, coiling in her pelvis. She bit her lip against a gasp of pleasure and opened her  eyes.  ―Do  you  know  who  I  am,  Joseph?‖  She  managed  the question with only the smallest tremor to her voice.  
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He  looked  up,  gazing  straight  into  her  eyes.  His  were  hooded and  slumberous,  dreamy  and  not  fully  grounded  in  reality.  ―So beautiful,‖ he murmured, smiling. The hand resting on her hip slid up  her  back,  firming  beneath  her  shoulder  blades,  lifting  her, arching her over his arm. He bent his head to suckle her, drawing the areola deeply into his mouth.  

The movement of his tongue against her nipple, the small nips of  his  teeth,  fractured  her  control.  Her  breathing  became  rapid panting  gasps.  A  tiny  mew  escaped  her  lips.  Her  vision  clouded, awash in a sensual haze.  

He  moved  his  mouth  to  her  other  breast,  his  hair  sweeping across her already sensitized flesh making her jerk in his arms. His free hand wandered down her body, lingering on the taut plane of her stomach, sliding lower to brush her sex.  

He paused, then cupped her mound.  

She pressed into his hand. His hesitant exploration discovered her  slit.  His  caresses  became  more  deliberate.  He  used  her  own slick arousal to coat his finger and tease her, oh-so-gently stroking her folds, exploring, learning.  

His mouth left her breast, and she whimpered at the loss, only appeased  when  his  long  finger  worked  inside  her,  probing  deep. Her  inner  muscles  clenched,  demanding  more,  and  she  clamped her lips together so she wouldn‘t beg him to insert another finger, and  another.  Goddess,  how  she  wanted  his  fingers  inside  her, mimicking  the  thrusts  of  a  cock  and  allowing  her  some  small release.  He  withdrew  his  finger  and  drew  her  against  his  body, clasping her against his chest. She shuddered with the intensity of her want and need.  

Through his trousers, she felt his erect cock pressing against her belly. Her body was afire with frustrating emptiness, crying out for him to fill her. It was oh-so-tempting to take control, to push him onto his back and strip him of his clothes, to take him inside her, to possess his hard, thick cock and ride him to her own pleasure. But she held back. He was learning her body, learning how to take pleasure for himself. Such learning should not be rushed.  
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When the flush of near-orgasm receded and she was sure of her control again, she leaned back in his arms, a silent request for him to lay her on the ground. He leaned over her, his gaze raking her body from crown of head to tips of toes.  

―Wondrous,‖  he  breathed.  He  leaned  forward  to  kiss  her,  his mouth  hungry  on  hers,  his  lips  demanding  that  hers  part  and surrender to him.  

She lay compliant, shivering beneath his touch. Although it was a sweet torture, she let him set his own pace, resisting her desire to teach him how and where to touch her.  

He  pushed  her  thighs  apart  and  lay  atop  her,  braced  on  his elbows and forearms. He paused, unsure, uncertain.  

She insinuated her hand between their bodies to gently squeeze him  through  his  trousers.  His  cock  surged  and  thickened  still more. He groaned and she withdrew, waiting, breathing a sigh of relief  when  he  fumbled  with  his  buttons  to  free  himself.  She wriggled  beneath  him  until  the  head  of  his  cock  nudged  the entrance of her cleft. She waited, dizzy with  wanting. Despite her resolve,  her  hips  moved  slightly  upwards,  nudging  her  mound against his erection, openly inviting.  

He  seized  her  hips,  pushed  inside  her  and,  meeting  no resistance,  seated  himself  to  the  balls.  ―Ahhh.‖  He  slumped  over her, unmoving save for the insistent pulsing of his cock inside her.  

When he roused himself and began to withdraw, she took hold of  his  hips,    halting  his  movement.  ―Don‘t  stop,‖  she  whispered, wanting making her voice husky.  

He surged into her again.  
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―Ohhh, yes.‖  

He moved within her and she writhed beneath him. None of her previous  lovers  had  been  as  intuitive  as  Joseph.  He  learned quickly  from  her  gasps,  her  shudders,  her  shivers.  And  he pleasured her.  

And  when  the  heat  spiraling  in  her  groin  built  to  an  intensity that  rendered  her  panting  and  incapable  of  speech,  when  she hooked  her  arms  beneath  her  knees  and  spread  herself  wide  for him,  tilting  her  pelvis  to  bring  him  even  deeper  inside  her,  he instinctively  answered  her  body‘s  demand.  He  slid  his  hands beneath her hips to grasp her rear. He thrust strongly within her, each fierce stroke bringing her closer to the ultimate pleasure she sought.  

―Yes.‖ The cry ripped from her throat. She could no longer bear the intensity of his thrusts. ―Faster… ahhh… please.‖  

The heat in her center flared white-hot. Her womb fluttered and trembled, convulsed. Her orgasm seized her and her inner muscles tightened around his cock, milking him. His seed spurted into her and he collapsed atop her, spent.  

She wished she could  spend the night in his arms, warmed by the  heat  radiating  from  his  body,  lulled  to  sleep  by  the  steady sound of his breathing. But she dared not risk it. She tore her gaze from him and roused herself to action. If she left him exposed, he would  wake  in  the  morning  and  wonder.  Better  he  believed  this encounter to be a dream. Better she remain his dream-lover.  

She eased out from under him and rolled him onto his side, her heart  stuttering  when  he  murmured,  flinging  out  an  arm  as  he shifted onto his back. She tucked his spent cock into his trousers and  refastened  his  flies.  Innana  willing,  he  would  never  suspect that  she  had  seduced  him,  and  the  specter  of  Eglah  would  be banished forevermore.  
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She  cleaned  herself,  donned  her  clothes,  and  huddled  beneath her blanket. The night closed in on her, its blackness swirling with regrets  and  what-ifs  and  maybes.  She  could  not  regret  what  she had  done.  She  would  cherish  the  memory  of  this  night.  The memories  of  Joseph‘s  arms  about  her,  his  body  cleaved  to  hers, and the wonder in his eyes would have to be enough.  




Chapter Nine 

 

Their  path  snaked  south  toward  the  port  town  that  was  their ultimate  destination.  Joseph‘s  wounded  arm  still  ached,  but  he now bore only small purplish scars. He did not know whether he‘d been healed by the Divine Spirit‘s grace or Liliana‘s insistence on washing his wounds daily with alcohol before slathering on some foul-smelling  herbal  salve.  Given  the  creature  he‘d  become,  he suspected the latter.  

He owed her his gratitude and his life. And he dreamed of her constantly, saw himself doing things to her that both embarrassed and excited him. Each morning when he awoke, he was hard and aching.  But  that  shameful  secret  was  his  to  bear.  He  would  not blame her for his weakness. Instead, he observed her and learned what he could from her.  

Thus  far,  she‘d  procured  him  clothes  that  fit,  along  with  a sturdy  pair  of  boots,  and  had  led  him  through  the  sparsely populated countryside without incident. When they‘d been forced to  take  cover,  she  found  refuge  for  two  people  and  their  mounts where he saw none. She‘d taken pains to avoid contact with others, but  he  recognized  in  her  eyes  the  cold  readiness  to  fight.  She would  engage  and  even  kill  to  keep  him  safe.  It  was  strangely comforting. And fortunately for the travelers they‘d been unable to avoid, none had questioned the two young ―men‖.  

He‘d  believed  himself  a  fine  hunter,  but  it  was  she  who supplemented  their  dried  food  stores  with  rabbits,  stoats  and other small animals.  She located  clean,  drinkable water in places he  would  never  have  thought  to  look.  He  fondly  imagined  her seemingly  limitless  supplies  would  last  them  the  entire  trip,  and that they would make the journey to Saint Augustine Port without encountering a single setback. 
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―We‘ll  have  to  hole  up  here  a  few  days,‖  she  said  when  they reached the outskirts of a sizeable settlement named Beestown.  

He  stamped  his  feet,  stretched  the  kinks  from  his  back  and gazed longingly toward the town. Once, he might have announced himself to the local Council representative and demanded suitable lodgings on the strength of his father‘s connections. Now he dared no such thing. ―Why so?‖  

―We‘re  low  on  supplies,  but  my  main  concern  is  that  the outlying  regions  between  here  and  the  port  are  heavily  settled.  I can no longer risk traveling in the guise of a man. And due to that ridiculous  law  of  your  father‘s,  restricting  women  to  traveling during  daylight  hours  unless  they  have  Council  dispensation,  it‘s likely  that  at  some  stage  we  will  be  forced  to  take  lodgings.  We need  coin.  And  I  would  like  to  procure  clothing  and  papers  that will stand up to a little scrutiny.‖  

Joseph  indulged  in  a  little  scrutiny  of  his  own.  Their  enforced closeness had allowed him to observe her minutely. For the most part  he  could  interpret  her  moods,  far  more  accurately  than  she would like, he suspected.  

She gazed into the distance, her jaw tight, neck and back stiff.  

―I gather it‘s not the need for thievery that‘s worrying you,‖ he said.  

―Astute  of  you.  Tonight  you  will  stay  in  hiding  while  I  pilfer what we need from the good citizens of Beestown.‖  

His stomach lurched with apprehension at the prospect of being left alone, intermingled with a healthy dose of resentment at being ordered  about  like  a  meek  maidservant.  ―You  are  unwise  to  take such  a  risk,‖  he  said.  ―If  you‘re  caught,  you  will  be  publicly 
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thrashed. Or worse.‖  

She  drew  her  gaze  from  the  town  to  give  him  her  undivided attention. ―Hung, you mean.‖  

―They  wouldn‘t  put  you  death  because  you‘re  a  woman.  But  if you  can‘t  provide  proof  you  are  wed  or  produce  a  male  relative who‘ll take responsibility for you, the Council will incarcerate you in the madhouse with other females who‘ve been, er, possessed by the  Devil  and  driven  to  unwomanly  acts.‖  He  considered  his words. Mere days ago he would have believed just that. And now?  

His  people  believed  him  to  be  inherently  evil.  He  would  be condemned without trial if caught. But Joseph no longer believed himself  to  be  evil  personified.  He‘d  been  a  prideful,  arrogant young man, perhaps.  A product of his upbringing, definitely.  But not evil.  

Nor  could  he  accept  that  his  Scentinel  transformation  was divine  punishment  for  some  unknown  sin  he‘d  committed.  And neither  could  he  now  believe  that  the  Devil  possessed  those unfortunate women condemned to live out the remainder of their lives  in  madhouses.  It  was  ludicrous.  A  desperate  attempt  to explain  why  a  small  number  of  women  dared  flout  laws  they considered unfair and oppressive.  

―From  what  I‘ve  heard  from  those  who‘ve  visited  such  places, you‘d think yourself better dead,‖ he said.  

Liliana  shrugged,  seemingly  unconcerned.  ―Then  I‘d  best  not get caught.‖  

He  matched  her  nonchalant  tone.  ―I  would  rather  not  risk  my skin by coming to your rescue.‖  

―You‘ll do no such thing. There would be a riot if you so much as showed  your  face  and—‖  She  smiled  at  him  in  a  particularly alarming fashion.  

―You‘ve come up with another plan.‖  
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―I have.‖  

―I suspect I‘m not going to like it very much.‖  

―That,‖  she  said,  her  eyes  gleaming  with  suppressed  mirth, ―depends  upon  the  hitherto  unplumbed  depths  of  your  moral fortitude.‖  

**** 

Joseph  boosted  Liliana  over  the  wall  and  waited  for  her  to unlatch  the  gate.  Yesterday  evening  he‘d  chafed  at  being  ordered to  remain  behind  when  she‘d  slipped  away  to  garner  what intelligence  she  could  from  Beestown  and  its  citizens.  Even  the lunacy  of  what  he  was  about  to  attempt  was  preferable  to  lying hidden  for  hours,  imagining  what  terrible  fates  might  have befallen her.  

The  gate  creaked  open.  Liliana  beckoned  him  into  a  small, neatly paved courtyard complete with fountain, potted plants and wrought-iron  bench  seat.  He  peered  doubtfully  at  the  rear entrance  of  what  had  appeared  from  the  front  to  be  a  well-appointed,  respectable  establishment,  selling  all  manner  of gentlemanly  accoutrements.  ―You‘re  certain  this  is  the  place,‖  he whispered.  

―Of  course.  Why  else  would  such  an  establishment  be  tucked away  in  a  dead-end  alley  on  the  outskirts  of  town,  with  so  little opportunity  to  entice  passersby  to  make  a  purchase?  It  could hardly  bring  in  enough  coin  to  justify  the  expensive  fripperies  it displays.  The  building  is  two  stories.  And  see  the  gilt  decorating this door, and the fine brass handle and locks? Not to mention the height  of  this  fence.  And  the  gate  leading  into  an  alley  to  allow patrons a discreet exit.‖  

―A house where a man can purchase—‖ he forced himself to say the  word  ―—sexual  favors?  I‘ve  never  heard  of  such  a  thing.  It  is immoral.‖  
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―Where  there  are  men,  there  are  whores.  And  where  there  are whores, there‘s likely a bordello.‖  

Her  worldly-wise  air  grated  his  frazzled  nerves.  ―My  father would  never  condone  such  behavior  in our  community,  and neither would our Council or clerics. If they knew that Beestown-‖  

―You  might  be  surprised  to  learn  how  many  men  like  your father, not to mention clerics, frequent such places.‖  

Her appalling claim made a mockery of all he‘d been reared to believe. Unwilling to dwell on it, he changed the subject. ―I don‘t see why I have to sneak through the back door like a thief when I could simply knock and demand a woman to service me.‖  

Her  lips  curved.  ―You  are  such  an  innocent.  The  procuress  of this establishment rules it with an iron fist. Hence the reason her store and  her  secondary  business  hold  with  trade  opening  hours and  adhere  to  the  town  curfew.  Customers  are  vetted  and  must abide by strict codes of conduct. Entrance to the inner sanctum is via password or a token proving membership. Besides, even if the whorehouse was currently open for business, it‘s an establishment for  wealthy  patrons,  not  riffraff.  You  would  draw  unwelcome attention the instant you stepped through the front door.‖  

He could hardly dispute that last bit, given his current attire. He resembled a farmer or laborer, and such men had little or no coin to spare. Realizing how he must appear to others stung his pride. ―I hope you know what you‘re doing, Liliana. The gains had better be worth the risk.‖  

She gave him an exasperated look. ―Here, I‘ll find everything I require  under  the  one  roof,  and  the  inhabitants  won‘t  want  to draw attention to themselves by reporting the theft. Now hush and keep an ear out while I pick this lock.‖ She nudged him aside with her  hip  and  bent  her  head  to  examine  the  thin  metal  picks  in varying lengths and thicknesses that she‘d pulled from her pocket. ―It could be a bit tricky because—‖  
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He reached over her to try the handle. The door swung open.  

She slanted him an evil eye.  

―Thank you, Joseph,‖ he said, mimicking her voice.  

―Thank you, Joseph.‖  

―You‘re welcome, Liliana.‖  

She appeared to be struggling to hold her temper. ―Now would you please follow me? At this hour the girls should be asleep, so I‘ll direct you to their chambers and leave you to let your nature run its course.‖  

The nausea that had gripped him since she proposed this plan intensified. He pressed a fist to his belly.  

―Think of it as a rehearsal for your first assignment,‖ she said, seeing his unease. ―Except that rather than you suppressing your scent at will, I‘ll do it for you.‖  

They sneaked up a flight of stairs leading to a large, rectangular sitting  room  running  the  entire  width  of  the  upper  story.  It  was richly  decorated  in  the  dark,  earthy  tones  favored  by  fashionable gentlemen  of  means.  Joseph  counted  six  wing-backed  chairs upholstered in russet leather. Beside each was a side-table. Three matching  settees  were  set  around  a  low-legged  wooden  table  of impressive  proportions,  its  surface  burnished  to  a  mirror-like gleam.  The  tabletop  was  set  with  a  trio  of  intricately  engraved silver  tea  services.  Even  the  plump  cushions  scattered  about  the chairs matched the heavy brocade curtains drawn across the side windows. The setting reeked of wealth and privilege.  

Liliana indicated a corridor leading from the center of the room straight  into  the  heart  of  the  upper  story.  He  followed  her,  their footsteps  muted  by  the  rugs  covering  the  highly  polished floorboards.  

―Six chambers each side and one at the end of the corridor,‖ she 
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whispered, her lips tickling his ear, their softness and the warmth of her breath on his skin mingling desire with the fear that curled through  him.  ―That‘ll  be  Madam  Jedida‘s  chamber.  She‘s  the procuress. Makes sense she would have the largest room. I‘ll slip out  a  window  and  onto  the  roof  while  you  open  all  the  doors except  Madam‘s.  Doubtless  she‘ll  investigate  the  racket  soon enough, by which time you‘ll be fully, ah, engaged with her girls. Once  Madam  enters  the  fray,  I‘ll  jimmy  the  window  and  rifle through her room.‖  

Before  she  could  slip  away,  he  seized  her  arm  and  voiced  a concern that had only now occurred to him. ―How far away do you need to be before you will no longer nullify my scent?‖  

She shrugged.  

―Sweet Spirit,‖ he said, his hammering heart echoing the panic thrumming through his veins. ―You don‘t know the answer.‖  

―Each  Scentinel  is  unique.  But  I  trust  that  you  will  fall  within the recorded parameters.‖  

―Which  are?‖  he  demanded,  growing  more  horrified  by  the minute.  

―Oh,  anywhere  between  a  couple  of  body-lengths  and  thirty feet.‖  

Wonderful. Liliana might be forced to retreat halfway down the street  before  she  ceased  nullifying  his  scent.  He  would  be  left  at the mercy of a houseful of depraved jades—women who, on a daily basis, embraced vices that he shuddered to imagine.  

Her smile flashed in the dim light and comforted him not at all. ―I‘ve hardly had an opportunity to test your abilities for proximity. Stop fretting. Relax and enjoy the fun. If it‘s any consolation, I‘ve heard it boasted that Beestown whores are uncommonly comely.‖  

Administering  a  final  bracing  pat  on  his  arm,  she  slipped behind a curtain. He heard the scratch and squeak of the window latch  opening.  The  curtain  billowed  as  her  passing  stirred  the heavy  material.  It  settled,  and  he  spotted  her  silhouette  as  she crouched on the rooftop. Then she vanished.  
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His stomach knotted as he placed his hand on the doorknob of the first chamber. Gathering his courage, he twisted the knob and pushed the door open. He harbored no spark of curiosity as to its inhabitant,  what  she  might  be  wearing,  or not  wearing,  how  she might  look  as  she  slumbered.  He  padded  quickly  down  the corridor to open a second door, and a third.  

The  opening  of  the  fourth  door  coincided  with  a  breathy  sigh and a rustle of bed linen. Anticipation surged. The abrupt increase of  his  pulse  rate  made  him  dizzy.  He  swallowed  his  fears  and quickened his pace.  

He‘d  opened  all  six  doors  down  one  side  and  four  along  the other before a girl appeared.  

―Who  are  you?‖  she  asked,  leaning  against  her  doorframe  and eyeing  him  with  a  vast  degree  of  interest  considering  that  she‘d only just awoken. Her face, lit by the candle she carried, was more child than woman. Rosy cheeks, pink bee-stung lips, thickly lashed blue  eyes  that  were  guileless  and  innocent.  She  reminded  him  of Abigail, his youngest sister.  

―I‘m,  er,  Midian,‖  he  said,  borrowing  the  given  name  of  poor, murdered Merari‘s husband.  

He had just opened the door to the last room when  she spoke again from directly behind him. ―I‘m Ahlai.‖  

He pivoted and backed away. ―That is, uh, a very pretty name.‖ He  forced  a  friendly  smile.  ―It  means  ‗beautiful‘  or  ‗ornamental‘. Did you know that?‖  

Her  expression  was  a  coquette‘s,  all  artfully  pursed  lips  and fluttering lashes framing wide eyes. ―That‘s why I chose it. It suits me, don‘t you think?‖  
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A second girl stuck her head out of her room, blinking when she spotted  Joseph.  ―Ahlai,  you‘ll  be  whipped  and  docked  a  week‘s blunt if Jedida finds you sneaking a man into your room.‖  

Ahlai  beckoned  the  girl  to  join  her.  ―Jedida?  That  fat  old  cow sleeps  like  the  dead.‖  She  turned  back  to  Joseph  and  winked  at him. ―I‘m sure this fine gent won‘t mind letting us practice some new techniques on him. Will you, Midian?‖ She took his hand and tugged him toward her room.  

Joseph glanced back at the other girl. She inhaled, as if about to speak, but shook her head as though confused. Abruptly her face smoothed.  Candle  in  hand,  she  floated  after  him,  her  half-shuttered eyelids sultry, secretive.  

One  glance  at  the  ample  bed  dominating  Ahlai‘s  chamber  and Joseph‘s  nerve  broke.  He  blanched.  He  had  no  desire  to  be cornered by a bunch of young women with his only escape option being a second-story window. Given the predatory way these two were  eyeing  him,  he  wanted  to  be  out  in  the  open  where  Liliana could come to his rescue if necessary.  

―Shall we retire to the sitting room where there‘s more room?‖ He offered an arm to each of them. 

The  girls  let  him  escort  them  to  the  sitting  room.  They  were both pretty, he had to admit. Their thin cotton night rails clung to their  breasts  and  hips,  hiding  little  even  in  this  light.  Damn  his eyes, he couldn‘t help but admire the view. Before collapsing onto a  settee,  he  spared  a  thought  for  how  wretchedly  far  he‘d  fallen from grace.  

Ahlai  stood  on  tiptoe  to  light  some  of  the  candles  set  in  tall, elaborate  candelabras  placed  about  the  room.  She  set  her  own light in a holder on the table before joining Joseph and her friend on  the  settee.  The  flickering  candlelight  cast  mysterious  shadows about the room, giving it a subtly illicit air.  

[image: ]

He  eyed  both  girls  with  trepidation.  He  had  no  idea  how  to proceed  with  this  encounter,  just  as  he  had  no  idea  whether  the girls‘  flattering  intentness  was  calculated  interest  such  as  they might show any males frequenting their establishment. Their faces gave no clues that he could identify.  

They  curled  up  beside  him,  stroking  his  shoulders  and  arms. Ahlai  ran  her  hands  over  his  chest.  She  unlaced  his  shirt  and insinuated  a  hand  inside  the  opening  to  caress  him,  her  clever fingers pinching his nipples, alternately soothing and inciting. The other girl kissed his neck, her lips  delicately mouthing his racing pulse. Her unfettered breasts pressed against his arm. 

A  trio  of  girls  drifted  down  the  corridor  into  the  sitting  room. They  smiled  dreamily  at  Joseph  but  didn‘t  introduce  themselves. One nestled beside him. The other two arrayed themselves at his feet, content for the  moment to cuddle  his legs and run questing hands up and down his thighs.  

He  closed  his  eyes,  giving  himself  over  to  their  hands  on  his body,  the  sweet  scent  of  their  clean  hair  and  perfumed  bodies. They slipped the shirt from his shoulders and tossed it aside. They pushed him back onto the settee. He did not protest. He might as well enjoy himself, as Liliana had suggested.  

More  hands  joined  those  caressing  him,  massaging  his shoulders  and  neck,  pulling  off  his  boots  to  rub  his  feet,  even combing  fingers  lightly  through  his  hair.  He  didn‘t  open  his  eyes and acknowledge them or their expert caresses. He was adrift on a pleasant sea of gentle  hands and pliant bodies, calming his cares and  making  him  forget  himself.  It  was  blissful  to  forget.  He imagined this must be akin to Heaven.  

A  hand  expertly  undid  his  buttons,  slipped  inside  his  trousers and wrapped around his erect flesh. He jumped like a scalded cat, eyelids flying open, reality slapping his befuddled senses. He was 
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encumbered  by  a  bevy  of  naked  girls  who‘d  draped  themselves over his semi-reclining form. All the girls in the room were naked, having divested themselves of their night attire while he lay lost in dreams, seduced by their attentions. Worse still, he found himself not  minding  their  nakedness  in  the  least.  He  gulped,  abruptly aware  of  shedding  a  lifetime  of  strict  moral  upbringing  with unseemly haste.  

He  tried  to  concentrate  on  counting  heads  and  not…other things. Twelve girls. All had left their rooms. He wondered where Liliana  had  gotten  to.  Imagining  she  might  have  peered  through the window and witnessed his descent into depravity, he blushed. And  hard  on  the  heels  of  that  thought  was  his  body‘s  even  more disturbing reaction to it, the frisson of excitement tingling up his spine,  the  heavy  pooling  in  his  groin,  his  growing  hardness.  To have Liliana watch while the girls seduced him—  

How might she feel, watching him?  

Excited,  too?  Tempted  to  join  the  girls?  Or  jealous,  elbowing them aside, demanding him to take his pleasure with her, and her alone.  

Liliana would eclipse all the girls present in this room. Making love  to  her  would  be  an  earth-shattering  experience,  he  was certain. To feel her sheath him like a glove as he  filled her would be heavenly. She would clasp his body to hers and entwine her legs about his, holding him captive while he smoothed his hands down her naked skin. She would shiver beneath his touch, and he would know  his  every  whispered  word,  every  caress,  every  thrust  of  his body  into  hers,  affected  her  so  deeply  that  she  was  changed  in some significant way. Transformed by having given herself to him. Just  as  he  knew  he  would  be  transformed  if  he  let  himself  fully embrace what he felt for her.  

Ahhh. If only—  
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A strident voice shattered his illicit fantasies.  




Chapter Ten 

 

―Girls! There had better be a very good reason for you to be out of your rooms.‖  

The  very  good  reason  stilled  and  held  his  breath,  wishing  he could sink into the floor and vanish. Each step the procuress took, each  heavy  footfall  bringing  her  closer  to  him,  resounded  like  a doomsday knell. The hairs on his nape rose.  

His  companions  seemed  content  for  the  owner  of  the  voice  to stomp  down  the  corridor  and  discover  him  for  herself.  She lumbered up to stand before Joseph, her meaty arms akimbo, eyes narrowed in a glare fit to shrivel his stones. She was immense, and Joseph  swore  her  countenance  had  been  plucked  from  his  worst childhood nightmares. She was a beast amongst her beauties.  

The  fist  around  his  shaft  tightened.  Another  hand  curled around  his  testicles,  squeezing  gently.  He  choked  on  a  whimper. ―Gah. Good evening. Madam Jedida, I presume?‖ He managed to force  out  the  greeting  without  giving  way  to  an  ecstatic  groan  as the fist pumped his shaft and the hot, heady pressure in his groin built.  He  was  now  painfully  erect  and  battling  not  to  let  the attentions  being  lavished  upon  him  cloud  what  remained  of  his wits.  

He  shifted,  extricating  his  arms  from  the  grasp  of  four  girls, removing  a  pair  of  insistent  little  hands  from  his  trousers  and hastily refastening his buttons. He climbed to his feet, and despite his  indecorous  situation,  made  Madam  Jedida  a  credible  leg. ―Midian, er, Brownly at your service.‖  

Jedida  frowned,  her  eyebrows  bristling  like  plump  hairy caterpillars.  In  the  old  tongue,  Jedida  meant  ―Beloved‖.  He‘d never met a woman less deserving of her name.  
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The girls Joseph had displaced when he stood latched back onto whatever portion of his anatomy they could grab, and he struggled to maintain his balance.  

Jedida  drew  herself  up  and  inhaled,  inflating  her  alarming bosom. She seemed to be preparing to launch into a tirade.  

His scent was having no effect on her. Damned if he was going to listen to a lecture from the woman while he waited for Liliana to rescue him. He shook off the clinging girls and turned on his heel to make his escape.  

Jedida moved quickly for a woman of her size. She grappled his arm, stopping him in his tracks. ―Where do you think you‘re going, Master Brownly?‖  

Joseph  was  so  shocked  she‘d  laid  hands  on  him  that  he  didn‘t resist when she dragged him ‘round to face her again.  

She  grasped  his  other  arm  and  shook  him  so  hard  his  head snapped back. ―There is a very good reason our Council Leader put me  in  charge  of  this  establishment,‖  she  said,  her  voice  ringing with  conviction.  ―I  will  not  tolerate  men  without  a  coin  to  their names sneaking in to bother our girls. Better men than you have tried,  believe  me.  I  have  been  given  leave  to  act  as  I  see  fit,  but when I am finished with you, Master Brownly, you‘ll not want to look at a girl again, let alone tup one.‖ She shook him again.  

It crossed his mind to slap her, but he didn‘t believe it would be effective  with this  woman.  And  he  could  not  bring  himself  to punch  her.  Acting  on  pure  impulse,  he  leaned  in  and  kissed  her full on the lips.  

Madam stood rooted to the spot. She‘d either finally succumbed to his scent or was in the throes of some bizarre malaise. She gave a huge gusty sigh and collapsed, dragging him atop her as she fell.  
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The girls allowed him to struggle to his feet before they pounced on him. They undid his flies, stroked him and squeezed him and, sweet Spirit give him strength, one girl even buried her face in his groin and licked the length of his shaft.  

 ―Liliana,‖  he  yelled.  Blast  the  woman.  This  was  getting  out  of hand. Where in the blazes had she got to?  

A warm wetness enclosed his rigid flesh. He yelped and then, as the girl suckled him, moving her mouth up and down his shaft, her tongue  flicking,  sharp  teeth  nibbling,  he  groaned.  He  glanced down.  It  was  Ahlai,  whose  name  meant  ―beautiful,‖  the  girl  who had been first to react to his scent. She knew what he wanted. By the Spirit, she knew what he didn‘t even know that he wanted. He widened  his  stance,  locking  the  muscles  of  his  thighs  to  keep himself upright.  

Her mouth enclosed him again, taking so much of him that he wondered  why  she  did  not  choke.  Unbidden,  his  hands  drifted down  to  caress  her  head  and  hold  her  still  while  his  hips  jerked and  he  thrust  into  her  mouth.  Her  suction  increased.  Someone rolled his testicles between clever, knowing fingers.  

The  pressure  in  his  loins  built.  His  shaft  pulsed.  His  vision washed in a golden haze. He was close—so close to something new and frightening and wonderful. ―Liliana,‖ he whispered, as though uttering her name could change the reality and she would be the one pleasuring him.  

And then all sensation ceased.  

He blinked. ―Liliana?‖  

―Good to see I‘m not the only one having fun,‖ she said.  

His  coterie  had  fallen  back  and  were  rubbing  their  eyes  and staring  at  him,  bewildered.  Liliana‘s  presence  had  nullified  his carnal effect. He felt a surge of anger at her timing, but it was soon drowned in shame. She‘d seen him being serviced. And when he‘d fantasized that she‘d been the woman pleasuring him. ―You might have  come  sooner,‖  he  muttered,  turning  aside  to  set  himself  to rights and refasten his flies.  
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―So might you,‖ she said, dropping a bulging tapestry bag at his feet.  

He  stared  at  her,  trying  to  gauge  whether  she  was  as  truly unaffected  by  what  she‘d  seen  as  her  bantering  tone  suggested. She  avoided  his  gaze  to  survey  the  massive,  vaguely  woman-shaped heap on the floor. ―Jedida, I presume. That makes my life easier.‖  

The  girls  had  recovered  their  senses.  They  shrieked  and clutched  one  another,  doubtless  imagining  from  Liliana  and Joseph‘s garb, and the unholy glee lighting Liliana‘s face, that they were being robbed.  

―Do  not  fret,  ladies,‖  Liliana  said.  ―Your  procuress  has  been overcome by the sight of you all making free with a man and not a coin  in  sight.  Little  wonder  she  fainted.  I  suggest  you  make yourselves decent. Then get her to bed and dose her liberally with some  of  the  poppy  syrup  she  has  hidden  in  her  bedside  drawer. With  any  luck,  when  she  wakes  up  in  the  morning,  she‘ll  not remember  a  single  thing  about  the,  ah, indiscretions  you committed with my unsavory friend here.‖ She flicked a hand first at  Joseph,  then  at  the  discarded  nightwear  heedlessly  draped about the room.  

The girls instantly recognized the sense in heaving Jedida down the hallway and into her bed, a feat that took all twelve girls and Joseph to accomplish. Ahlai pried the woman‘s jaws apart so that Liliana  could  pour  a  double  measure  of  poppy  syrup  down  her throat.  

One of the girls drew in a shaky breath. Her lower lip wobbled as she watched the steady rise and fall of Madam‘s massive bosom. 
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―What will we do if she remembers we took in a man without an appointment? She‘ll beat us and put us on half rations for a week.‖  

Her companions nodded, sniffling and clinging to one another for comfort, mutely pleading with Liliana to help them.  

Joseph  blew  out  a  disgusted  breath.  They  turned  to  Liliana,  a woman, in preference to him. In their eyes, he was good enough to use for sex but nothing more. How dare they treat him like—  

He  spied  Liliana  watching  him.  She  frowned,  glaring  first  at him, then at the girls crowding the doorway and arrayed about the foot  of  Madam‘s  bed.  He  followed  her  gaze.  In  the  face  of  the prostitutes‘  wretchedness,  he  realized  he‘d  been  petty,  thinking only  of  himself.  She  made  a  rolling  motion  with  her  hand.  ―Go ahead,‖ she said. ―Fix this.‖  

―Very  well,  I  will.‖  He  racked  his  brains  for  a  moment,  then snapped  his  fingers  triumphantly.  ―If  Jedida  does  recall  your dalliance with me, here‘s what you will tell her.‖  

The girls seemed quite taken by his  masterfully concocted tale of  dire  threats  to  their  persons,  forced  seduction,  and  Jedida‘s subsequent vapors when she came face to face with the thieves.  

―Now remember, girls,‖ Liliana said, taking control again, much to Joseph‘s secret relief. ―The trick to a good lie is to tell as much of  the  truth  as  possible,  but  don‘t  be  tempted  to  over-embellish. After  Jedida  fainted  from  sheer  horror,  the  thieves  robbed  her chamber and fled. You were too distraught and far too concerned for her wellbeing to think about raising the alarm.‖  

―But we weren‘t forced to do anything,‖ one girl protested. ―We went  willingly  with  him.‖  She  eyed  Joseph‘s  shabby  clothes,  her nose wrinkling. ―Though I‘m sure I have no idea why we would do such a thing.‖  

Liliana‘s smile turned pitying. She captured the girl‘s gaze and pulled a knife from her belt. She wove the wickedly sharp blade in an  intricate  pattern  beneath  the  girl‘s  nose.  ―It  is  well  you  were sensible enough to do as my friend here asked, or who knows what fate  might  have  befallen  you?‖  She  flicked  her  wrist.  The  knife hummed  past  the  girl‘s  startled  face  to  embed  itself  in  the  wall behind her.  
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The girl squeaked and shrank back, clutching the nearest girl‘s arms.  

―Silly goose,‖ Liliana said. ―If I were going to hurt you—or any of  you,  for  that  matter—I‘d  have  done  the  deed  while  you  were sound  asleep  in  your  beds.  The  damage  to  the  wall  will  only  add credence  to  your  tale  of  being  threatened  by  ruthless  brigands.‖ She marched to the wall, worked the knife out, and examined the blade for nicks before re-sheathing it. ―Back to bed, girls. Now that our business with Madam Jedida is concluded, we will be on our way. We‘ll see ourselves out the back door.‖ She clapped her hands and shooed them away.  

Joseph  narrowed  his  eyes  at  her.  ―I  don‘t  believe  that  little display was necessary.‖  

―Believe  what  you  like,‖  she  said,  her  tone  dripping  with challenge, daring him to argue. She handed him the tapestry bag. ―And why are you still here?‖ she said to Ahlai, who had refused to bow to her will and scamper off to bed like a chastised child.  

The girl grabbed a lit candle from Jedida‘s bedside and smiled at Liliana. ―I‘ll see you out.‖  

―Thank you,‖ Liliana said.  

Unlike  her  timid  friends,  Ahlai  showed  no  fear.  Her  eyes sparkled, and she looked excited by the drama that had unfolded.  

―I believe you have forever ruined Ahlai for a quiet, uneventful life  as  a  fallen  woman,‖  Joseph  whispered  to  Liliana  as  they followed the girl down the stairs.  

―Excellent.  Perhaps  she‘ll  find  enough  courage  to  escape 


Scent of a Man

Madam Jedida‘s influence and make a decent life for herself.‖  

He  hoped  so.  Ahlai‘s  spirited  ways  reminded  him  of  his youngest  sister,  Abigail.  The  marked  contrast  of  Ahlai‘s  life compared  with  his  sisters‘  disturbed  him  mightily,  and  the similarities  even  more  so.  Lord  Godwin  might  not  sell  his daughters‘ bodies, but he exploited them just the same. Without a qualm,  he  would  marry  each  of  them  off  to  any  man  if  it  meant gaining  advantageous  alliances.  It  was  prostitution  of  a  different kind. His heart twisted. Abigail and the rest of his sisters were lost to him. He had to accept that and move on.  

―Well, Master Midian,‖ Ahlai said. ―Out of your clothes, you are a fine figure of a man, make no mistake. Do purchase some decent gentlemen‘s clothes and visit me again.‖ She wiggled her hips and winked  at  him  in  a  saucy,  come-hither  manner.  ―I‘ll  make  you welcome.‖  

Liliana  clapped  him  on  the  shoulder  as  the  gate  latch  fell  into place behind them. ―You‘ve made a conquest.‖  

He  grunted  and  hefted  the  uncomfortably  heavy  bag  on  his shoulder. ―Are you going to tell me what‘s in this?‖  

―Trinkets.  Madam‘s  chamber  contained  many  useful  items. Come, let us make ourselves scarce before any of those girls decide to call a night watchman.‖  

―Surely they wouldn‘t dare.‖  

―Ahlai might, if she could turn it to her advantage. She‘s a smart one. I wouldn‘t be surprised if she‘s raiding Jedida‘s chambers for anything  of  value  as  we  speak.  She‘ll  blame  us  for  whatever‘s missing.‖  

And leaving him with that comforting thought, Liliana set off at a run, flitting from shadow to shadow. Weighted down by her bag, he was hard pressed to keep up with her, not that his pride would let him call for her to slow her breakneck pace.  
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She finally skidded to a halt before a large spreading tree. ―How fortuitous that someone planted a tree on this side of the wall. We will be able to avoid the main gates.‖ She plucked the bag from his shoulder and started to chivvy him up the tree.  

―Give  me  that,‖  he  said,  grabbing  the  bag  and  hoisting  it  over his shoulder again. ―I can climb this tree in my sleep.‖ By the time he‘d maneuvered himself to the top of the wall, he was sweating. He blotted his brow and glanced down at her. He might not have indulged in tree climbing for a decade or more, but being female, she‘d probably never climbed one at all. ―Let me know if you need assistance,‖  he  said.  ―Clambering  up  trees  is  hardly  a  ladylike occupation.‖  

―I‘m  no  lady.‖  She  swarmed  up  the  branches,  and  joined  him atop the wall.  

He  caught  her  suppressing  a  smug  grin.  The  minx.  She‘d delighted in showing off. He unhooked the bag from his shoulder, but she grabbed it before he could toss it to the ground. ―I would rather  not  risk  the  contents,‖  she  said,  holding  it  tightly  against her chest. ―You go first.‖  

He jumped down from the wall, his breath expelling in a grunt as he landed, and turned, arms outstretched to catch the bag.  

She  disdained  his  offer,  choosing  to  sling  it  over  her  shoulder and fiddle with the straps.  

―At  least  throw  the  damned  thing  down  to  me  so  it  doesn‘t hinder you,‖ he said.  

She  ignored  him,  and  he  watched  her  antics  with  increasing frustration.  ―Fine.  Then  for  goodness  sakes,  jump,  Liliana.  I‘ll catch you and the bag.‖  

―Hush.  You‘ll  wake  the  town.‖  She  twisted  at  the  waist  to readjust  a  strap  more  securely  over  her  shoulder.  ―And  I  don‘t need  your  help.  I‘m  perfectly  capable  of—  Ohhh!‖  In  the  split 
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second  before  she  toppled,  she  launched  herself  out  toward  his open arms.   

He  reached  for  her,  securing  her  against  him  as  her  weight tumbled him backward. She had managed to hang on to the bag, and the dratted thing walloped him in the face.  

―Good catch,‖ he heard her murmur, the words muffled against his neck.  

It took a few moments before he could draw breath enough to speak.  ―You‘re  welcome,‖  he  said,  wheezing.  Small  stones  amidst the  sparse  grass  dug  sharply  into  his  back.  He  felt  bruised  from head to toe. His wounded arm, which he‘d thought healed, ached anew.  His  head  had  smacked  against  the  tightly  packed  ground when he landed, and he blinked to clear the silvery stars dancing across his vision.  

She  raised  her  head  to  stare  into  his  eyes,  her  face  a  mask  of concern. ―Did you hit your head?‖  

―I‘m  fine.‖  His  own  pains  were  forgotten  as  he  focused  on  her face. He wanted to shake her for being so stubborn. He wanted run his hands over every inch of her to reassure himself she‘d taken no injury. ―And you?‖  

―I‘m fine, too,‖ she said.  

―Good.‖  He  had  saved  her  from  harm,  and  that  was  all  that mattered.  She  wriggled,  and  he  instinctively  tightened  his embrace.  

―Would  you  please  release  me  so  we  can  be  on  our  way?  The horses will be getting restless.‖  

―Oh.  Yes.  My  apologies.‖  He  hadn‘t  even  realized  he  still  held her clasped to his chest.  

He  was  lying  to  himself. She  was  a  pleasant  armful.  And  he liked the way her body felt sprawled full-length atop his, the way she fit his arms. He liked it very much indeed. He wanted to roll her  beneath  him  and  strip  off  her  clothes,  feel  her  naked  skin against his, learn her body, explore some of the things he‘d learned from Ahlai and the other girls. But now was neither the time nor the place to attempt a seduction, not that he had the faintest idea how to go about seducing an experienced woman like Liliana.  
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A pity that my Scentinel powers have no effect on her. She’d do whatever I wanted if she weren’t a Null.

Even  as  the  thought  formed,  self-disgust  welled.  He  was  an amoral beast, thinking only of his own pleasures. He released her and rolled her off him, leaving her sitting in the dirt as he climbed to his feet. He did not offer his hand to help her rise. He strode off toward the place they‘d hidden the horses, leaving her to follow as she would.  




Chapter Eleven 

 

Liliana  smoothed  the  dress  she‘d  appropriated  from  the whorehouse down her thighs. She‘d found it tucked at the bottom of  a  trunk  in  one  of  the  bedrooms.  It  was  a  faded,  nondescript grey,  the  material  thin  and  extensively  patched.  The  full  skirts hampered  her  movements  and  the  high-buttoned  neck  and  long sleeves took some getting used to. Goddess knew, sitting astride a horse in the garment was going to be a challenge.  

―According to the papers I pilfered, my name is now Casiphia,‖ she  said.  ―What  a  pretty  name.  Do  you  have  any  idea  what  it means?‖  

―It means ‗silvery‘ or ‗gleaming‘,‖ Joseph said as he glanced up from the saddlebag he‘d been attending to. His eyes widened as he took in her attire.  

―Is  my  appearance  that  dire?‖  she  asked.  ―I  thought  this  dress would be the perfect disguise.‖  

He looked her up and down. Her skin tingled in the wake of his gaze. She pressed her thighs together in an effort to ease the heat coiling  in  her  groin,  which  only  made  her  more  aware  of  her arousal.  Phaugh.  What  was  wrong  with  her?  A  mere  glance,  and she burned for him like some untried  eager virgin. She fought to keep from squirming as she awaited his verdict.  

He rolled his shoulders, as if to ease sore muscles. Doubtless he ached  both  from  the  bruising  he‘d  suffered  when  she  landed  on top  of  him  and  from  sleeping  on  the  ground.  She  refused  to  feel sorry for him. He needed to harden up. She needed to cease being so  very  aware  of  him.  This  fluttering  weakness  in  her  stomach whenever  he  looked  at  her  in  a  certain  way  was  affecting  her ability to keep her mind on her mission.  
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―The dress is perfect for the role you‘re playing.‖ His gaze slid to her horse and back to her.  

She  fisted  her  hands  on  her  hips  and  regarded  him  with  what she  hoped  was  a  baleful  stare.  ―There‘s  something  you‘re  not telling me. Out with it.‖  

―Anglian females are no longer permitted to ride horses.‖  

―How—how—preposterous.‖  Her  controlled  outburst  hardly conveyed  her  true  feelings,  but  it  was  either  that  or  shriek  like  a fishwife.  And  a  small  corner  of  her  mind  was  grateful  for  the excuse to embrace irritation. It was the perfect counterbalance for intense sexual frustration.  

―It‘s the law.‖  

Biting  back  what  she‘d  been  about  to  say,  she  exhaled  slowly and  deliberately,  determined  not  to  completely  lose  her  temper. ―Of all the absurd—‖  

―You may be an excellent agent, Liliana, and your Europan spy network  might  be  quite  unsurpassed  by  any  other,  but  not  even you can ferret out everything. The law passed a few weeks back.‖  

―Do  enlighten  me.  What  is  so  terribly  wrong  about  women riding horses?‖  

―It is detrimental to bearing children,‖ he said.  

She scowled. ―Do you take me for an idiot? There is no evidence to  suggest  horse  riding  interferes  with  a  woman‘s  ability  to  bear children.  If  there  were,  the  Imperial  Apothecary  would  have recommended  our  own  Empress  refrain  from  such  activity.  You fabricated this rubbish, didn‘t you? Simply to vex me.‖  

His  jaw  worked,  and  some  emotion  she  was  at  a  loss  to  name slid across his face. ―My father proposed the law,‖ he said.  

She  snorted.  ―Of  course  he  did.  Doubtless  he  woke  up  one 
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morning  and  decided  that  women  riding  horses  was  unfeminine. And  just  like  that—‖  she  snapped  her  fingers  ―—another  law isolating women was passed.‖  

Joseph brushed dust from his trousers, and when he raised his head,  his  face  had  assumed  an  arrogant  expression  that  was typical of so-called noble Anglian males dealing with their females. ―It  is  no  real  hardship  to  be  unable  to  ride.  Women  must  simply obtain permission to hire a carriage or a cart.‖   

His  condescending  tone  made  her  bristle  all  the  more.  Hah. How  like  a  nobleman.  She  should  have  known  he‘d  defend  his country‘s  witless  subjugation  of  its  womenfolk.  ―Goodness.  I  do pity  the  poor  Anglian  widow  who  hasn‘t  yet  hitched  herself  to another  man.  What  on  earth  is  she  to  do?  Never  set  foot  beyond the borders of her hometown or village for the rest of her natural life?‖  She  speared  him  with  a  glance  that  should  have  had  him cowed as a small boy caught doing mischief.  

He bridled, drew himself up and straightened his shoulders. ―If you  are  determined  to  play  at  being  an  Anglian  woman,  then watch your tone.‖  

Bother.  She‘d  pushed  him  too  far,  too  soon.  She  opened  her mouth to apologize, but he cut her off.  

―It  is  not  quite  so  restrictive  as  you  imagine,  Liliana.  Such women  may  apply  for  dispensation  from  their  local  Councilman. So long as a widow can prove she has arranged a suitable escort, suitable  transport,  and  adequate  night  lodgings,  there‘s  not  an issue.‖  

Her  ire  increased  and  her  sharp  tongue  got  the  better  of  her. ―Three  cheers  for  appropriate  dispensation  to  mitigate  your terminally  idiotic  Anglian  laws.  Why  did  you  not  bring  this  law regarding  females  riding  horses  to  my  attention  before?  Did  you not bother to consider how it would impact us?‖ 
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―Until now you were masquerading as  a man, so it was hardly an  issue.  And  frankly,  I‘m  surprised  your  Empress‘s  omnipotent spy network didn‘t brief you better.‖  

She  narrowed  her  eyes  at  him.  ―It‘s  fortunate  for  you  I  don‘t suspect you of deliberately hindering our progress.‖  

 He clenched his fists at his sides, obviously working to control his  temper.  A  part  of  her  thrilled  at  the  prospect  of  him  losing control. Back home in Europa, she would often spar with a worthy opponent  to  work  off  stress  and  frustration.  Here,  she‘d  had  no such opportunity. She was spoiling for a fight.  

 ―I am as eager to depart these shores as you, Liliana,‖ he said. ―So do not accuse me of contriving to hold up our progress.‖  

She blinked at his vehemence and inclined her head, hiding her face so that she would not reveal her true feelings. To listen to him now, one could almost believe he‘d severed all ties of loyalty to the place  of  his  birth.  One  could  almost  believe  he  was  working  to further the  Europan  cause.  She  wasn‘t  convinced.  A  man  did  not so  easily  dismiss  his  beliefs,  his  upbringing,  his  family.  Until Joseph became a fully-fledged Scentinel, she could not trust him. And from what she‘d seen and personally experienced at the hands of such men, likely not even then.  

―Please accept my apologies,‖ she said.  

―Accepted.‖  

Hmm. From his clipped tone, she very much doubted that. And she  probably  shouldn‘t  ask  this  next  question.  Most  likely  the answer would get her all riled up again. Talmai, her Captain, had opined on more than one occasion that her curiosity would be her undoing. ―Incarceration in the madhouse for being caught wearing men‘s  clothing?  How  delightful.  And  if  I  was  discovered  riding  a horse, at night, with you, what would happen to me?‖  

―You would have your head shaved and be put in the stocks for 
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three days to suffer public humiliation,‖ he told her. ―For the next month,  you  would  be  required  to  stand  up  at  weekly  Services, while  every  woman  present  chastises  you  in  whatever  way  they deem fit to show how appalled they are by your flagrant disregard for  the  law.  I‘ve  seen  some  women  spit  on,  others  slapped.  One mother  was  so  incensed  by  the  shame  her  daughter  had  visited upon the family that she scarred the girl‘s face.‖  

Her jaw worked as she fought to contain the anger bubbling up from  the  depths  of  her  soul.  There  were  far  too  many  truly despicable  aspects  of  Anglian  society.  Why  did  the  women  not band together and rebel against their lot?  

―And  you,  Joseph?  As  my  male  companion,  who  was  so obviously  condoning  such  behavior,  how  would you  have  been punished?‖  

―I would be required to stand up at Services and apologize for my  lack  of  control  over  you.  I  would  have  to  convince  the congregation  that  I‘d  taken  adequate  measures  to  ensure  you didn‘t break the law again. And I would have to make some form of restitution to the church.‖  

―Oh, is that all?‖  

Apparently her sarcasm was not lost on him. ―The disparity in punishments  is  both  unfair  and  shameful,  I  agree.  Before  I  met you, I did not think so. It was inconceivable to me that a woman would even consider breaking a law, whether unfair or not.‖  

―And now?‖  

―Suffice it to say, I believe otherwise.‖  

Her  ire  subsided,  mollified  by  his  sincerity.  Her  gaze  drifted over  the  antlike  forms  of  the  townspeople  scurrying  about  their business. A steady stream of travelers was leaving the town, even at  this  early  hour.  ―Likely  this  town  acts  as  trading  post  of  sorts. We  cannot  risk  attracting  attention  during  the  day.  For  now,  I cannot change back into men‘s clothing for fear of being identified as a woman. But neither am I willing to abandon my horse. What do you suggest we do?‖  
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 ―I ride and you walk.‖  

He  seemed  to  be  waiting  for  her  temper  to  explode,  and  that very fact allowed her to  speak calmly. It would not do to become predictable.  She  smiled  at  him  and  spoke  in  a  wheedling  tone.  If she‘d been able to flutter her eyelashes like Madam Jedida‘s girls, she would have. ―Will you not walk with me?‖  

He  was  not  fooled  by  her  abrupt  change  in  demeanor,  for  he chose  his  words  with  the  utmost  care.  ―It  would  be…  odd  for  a male to walk when he could ride.‖  

Anglians. When were they going to catch up with the rest of the enlightened  world?  She  knew  her  mouth  was  set  in  a  grim  line. She clenched her fists and breathed, just breathed, until she could speak with a modicum of evenness. ―Fine. Mount your horse and let  us  be  on  our  way.  I‘ll  lead  my  horse.  Unless  that,  too,  is unacceptable to Anglian male sensibilities?‖  

―Don‘t be ridic—‖ He took a deep breath. ―Of course it‘s not. If we‘re questioned, we  can say,  ah, we‘ve arranged to sell both the mount and its gear to a buyer in the next town.‖  

―Fine.  Until  the  next  town.‖  And  then  she  would  remedy  this situation.  One  way  or  another.  She  busied  herself  checking  her horse‘s hooves.  

―Loganberry.‖  

―What?‖  She  stared  up  at  him,  fully  expecting  him  to  spout some  other  inane  Anglian  law.  And  if  he  did,  she  would  not  be responsible for her actions.  

―The next town is called Loganberry. It is renowned for them— loganberries. Very tasty. In a pie.‖  

―Good to know. Now mount your horse.‖  
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―I have yet to break my fast.‖  

Liliana‘s  hold  on  her  temper  frayed.  ―I‘m  sorry.  I‘d  forgotten. Would you like me to cook you some gruel? Perhaps with a dollop of honey and some dried fruit?‖  

―That would be excellent. And tea, perhaps?‖ He went so far as to smack his lips. Foolish man.  

―Of course,‖ she said. ―Tea. And afterward, I will fetch your pipe and  slippers  and  sit  demurely  at  your  feet,  plying  a  needle  to mending  your  clothes,  while  you  peruse  the  broadsheets.‖  She poured all her ire into the gaze she flashed at him, incinerating his expectations of indulging in any sort of morning repast.  

He shut his mouth with a snap. With an undue amount of care, he mounted his horse and settled his privileged posterior into the saddle.  He  even  managed  to  bend  down  without  wincing  to  take the stale bread roll she handed up to him. And as he adjusted his cap, tugging it down to better shield his eyes from the sun‘s glare, his  gaze  fixed  on  her.  He  choked  on  his  mouthful  of  roll.  Sweet Innana. Whatever next?  

―Er, I hope you appropriated a bonnet to go with that dress.‖  

She  said  nothing,  merely  stalked  over  to  the  saddlebags  and rummaged around in Madam Jedida‘s tapestry bag until she found the  matching  bonnet.  Cramming  it  on  her  head,  she  glowered  at him.  ―Are  you  satisfied?  Do  I  look  like  a  proper  Anglian  woman now?‖  

He  tucked  his  roll  into  his  pocket,  dismounted  and  beckoned her  over.  She  stood  stiffly,  her  gaze  centered  at  a  point  over  his shoulder, while he plucked the bonnet from her head and bent it back  into  some  semblance  of  its  original  shape.  He  placed  it carefully on her head, adjusted the angle, and tied the ribbons in a bow  beneath  her  chin.  ―There.  Now  you  look  like  a  farmer‘s  wife accompanying her husband to town to sell a horse.‖  
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―The  very  look  I  was  hoping  to  achieve,‖  she  said,  her  tone sugary sweet.  

He tilted her chin and kissed her lightly on the lips.  

Her stomach flipped. His kiss had been soft, undemanding. Yet a  question  was  there,  hovering  on  his  lips.  And  that  question, rooted in an age-old dance of sexual attraction between a man and a  woman,  sprouted  numerous  branches,  each  one  more  perilous than the next.  

What if… she kissed him back?  

Despite his outdated beliefs, his aristocratic pride, his struggles to  accept  her  as  an  equal,  despite  what  he  was,  and  what  he represented,  she  liked  him.  Found  him  immensely  attractive,  in fact.  He‘d  suffered  things  that  had  driven  others  like  him  to insanity and prevailed. He was courageous and willful and highly intelligent, all qualities she appreciated.  

What  if  she  risked  Vashti‘s  wrath  and  took  him  as  her  own? What if they could have a future together?  

These  last  questions  robbed  her  of  breath,  forcing  her  to confront her reaction to his casual kiss. It should not have come as such a shock. ‗Like‘ was too insipid a description for what she felt whenever  she  looked  at  Joseph.  She  hovered  on  the  brink  of something  stronger,  something  dangerous,  something  she  could never risk revealing.  

She locked her quivering knees to prevent herself sliding to the ground  and  taking  him  with  her.  She  prayed  he  didn‘t  sense  her confusion, her yearning for him to kiss her again. ―What was that for?‖ she asked.  

―Can a man not show his appreciation for the trouble his ‗wife‘ has  taken  with  her  appearance?‖  Before  she  could  summon  a response, he turned his back on her, preparing to mount his horse.  

Damn him for being  who he was, and for making her feel this 
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way. Damn him twice for… for… making light of his kiss. And she would  bet  her  last  coin  that  public  displays  of  affection  were punishable  by  law  in  this  wretched  country,  too.  She  took  her revenge  just  as  he  placed  his  foot  in  the  stirrup.  She  pinched  his rump.  

He  yelped,  replacing  his  foot  on  the  ground  and  turning  to confront her. ―What was that for?‖  

―Can  a  woman  not  show  her  appreciation  for  her  husband‘s fine, firm rear?‖ She backed off, raising her hands as if to protect herself  from  the  direness  of  his  frown.  ―Oh  dear.  I  guess  she cannot.‖ She snickered at the expression on his face, grabbed her horse‘s reins, and led her mount forward at a brisk pace.  

―Not in public, anyway,‖ he called, clambering on his horse.  

―Tell  me  more  about  these  archaic  Anglian  customs  of  yours,‖ she said as he pulled alongside her and slowed his horse to a walk. ―Not only will it help pass the time, but it is valuable information that will help our cause.‖  

When he didn‘t oblige, she peered up at him from beneath her bonnet. ―I realize you may feel it a betrayal to do so, but if you are to  embrace  a  new  life  in  a  new  country,  you  must  do  so wholeheartedly.  There  can  be  no  place  for  divided  loyalties  in Empress Vashti‘s court.‖  

That path, Liliana knew, led only to sorrow.  

**** 

Dusk  threatened.  Liliana  bit  back  a  curse  fit  to  set  Joseph‘s innocent ears to burning and cast about for a spot to bed down for the night. It needed to be well hidden from prying eyes and distant enough  from  the  track  that  the  horses  would  not  be  heard  by anyone  prowling  about  with  mischief  in  mind.  At  this  rate,  it would be another month before she and Joseph reached Europa‘s shores. 
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She investigated yet another potential resting place, rejected it, and gestured Joseph onward, ignoring his frown. They had some time before dark, so he had no cause to worry. She saw no reason to remain on high alert. Presuming their disguises held up, no one who mattered would bother them.  

Her mind wandered. They‘d encountered at least a dozen fellow travelers  this  past  day,  most  poorly  dressed  folk  like  themselves. And  she  had  not  been  the  only  woman  forced  to  walk  while  her husband or male chaperone rode. The womenfolk kept their gazes downcast,  and  aside  from  politely  called  greetings  instigated  by the men, Liliana and Joseph attracted no unwonted attention. Not that  she  was  concerned.  Now  that  she  had  the  identification papers  she‘d  filched  from  one  of  Madam  Jedida‘s  girls,  she  was practically a legitimate Anglian citizen.  Once she‘d obtained  such papers  for  Joseph,  he  would  be  safe  so  long  as  they  were  not separated and no one recognized him as Darien Godwin‘s son.  

Joseph‘s  head  snapped  up  and  he  craned  his  neck,  squinting into the fading light. ―Is that a—‖  

―Horse.‖ She dived off the beaten track and crouched amongst the  scrubby  bushes.  For  now,  she  could  only  trust  that  her  drab clothing  and  the  fading  light  had  hidden  her  from  the  traveler‘s sight. If he‘d seen her and taken umbrage at discovering a female out  and  about,  so  far  from  any  lodgings  this  late  in  the  day,  she would be forced to deal with him.  

Thankfully, Joseph had the presence of mind to reach down and grab  her  horse‘s  reins  and  continue  walking  his  mount  along  the track  as  though  he  had  every  right  to  be  there.  At  least his  head was not in the clouds.  

Damn her complacency. She‘d fallen into the trap of immersing herself in her false identity so that she‘d react to situations like a true Anglian woman. She‘d left everything in Joseph‘s supposedly 
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capable  masculine  hands.  She‘d  not  even  thought to  drill  him  on what to do in such a situation. Now there was no time and he was on his own. Talmai would have set her to digging new privies for an  entire  barracks  for  such  stupidity,  and  rightly  so.  It  was  an unforgivable  oversight  for  a  supposedly  experienced  agent,  one that might get them both killed.  

She moved deeper into the foliage, searching for a place to hide while trying to stay  close enough to help Joseph. As the stranger drew closer, she gave up, merely flattening herself on the ground.  

―Ho, there.‖ The man‘s voice rang out. She caught a glimpse of him  as  he  reined  in  his  mount.  He  wore  dark  trousers  and  a  red coat  with  a  matching  cape.  A  uniform.  A  sword  lodged  in  the scabbard  dangling  at  his  side.  He  was  some  sort  of  official.  And from  the  look  of  him—his  stature,  his  bearing,  the  competence with  which  he  handled  his  mount—he  was  not  the  overfed, physically  ineffectual  sort.  Adrenaline  surged  through  her. Goddess, let Joseph send him on his way without incident.  

―Can I be helpin‘ ye, sir?‖ she heard Joseph ask in a respectful tone. Good. He‘d remembered to moderate his speech and attitude to fit the role he was playing.  

―State your name, destination and reason for being on this road at this hour.‖  

Hearing  the  arrogant  condescension  in  the  man‘s  voice, Liliana‘s heart sank. He was young. Probably new to his role and eager to prove himself to his superiors.  

―I be takin‘ this here extra horse to Loganberry Town to sell. I can‘t be affording to feed it no more, so—‖  

―Loganberry  Town  has  no  official  market  for  the  buying  and selling of horses.‖  

―I knows that, sir. I have me a buyer, a friend of me da‘s. Just have to deliver yon horse to ‘im, take my coin and—‖  
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―State the purchaser‘s name.‖  

―Ye  be  meanin‘  him  what‘s  buyin‘  yon  horse,  sir?  Midian Brownly. Payin‘ me a fair price, too, sir. A fairer man you couldn‘t find nowheres.‖  

Sweet  Innana,  please  don’t  go  on  so.  The  man  hadn‘t  yet noticed  that  Joseph  had  neatly  sidestepped  the  question  of  his name, but if he became suspicious and began quizzing him…. She inched  forward  through  the  dry  leaves,  cursing  when  her  skirts snagged  on  a  bramble.  She  undid  the  ribbons  of  her  bonnet  and stuffed the horrid thing down her bodice. She needed to get close enough to accurately gauge the risk the man presented.  

―Let me see your papers.‖  

Her hand slipped beneath her skirt, reaching for the knife she‘d strapped  to  her  thigh.  She  had  another  down  her  boot,  but  that was quick to reach so she would leave it there for now.  

―I ‘ave me papers in me pack, sir.‖  

―Dismount and find them.‖  

She  slithered  forward  until  she  could  see  the  official  waiting impatiently astride his horse and Joseph rummaging through the saddlebags.  

―Hurry up, man. I haven‘t got all night.‖  

―I knows they be here somewheres, sir,‖ Joseph said. 

The official slid from his horse. Blast. She disliked him being so close to Joseph.  

 ―I am forced to conclude that you are either toying with me or that you have no papers. Which is it? The truth, man, if you know what‘s good for you.‖ His hand drifted to the hilt of his sword.  

Liliana  sprang  to  her  feet.  She  sighted  down  her  arm  and gauged the distance. ―You, there!‖  

The official drew his sword and whirled to face her. He scowled when he spied her, a ―mere woman‖, and a bonnet-less one at that.  
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He advanced toward her. ―How dare you—‖  

Her blade took him in the throat, reducing whatever he‘d been about  to  say  to  a  sickening  gurgle.  His  hands  fluttered  upward, pawing  at  the  knife  handle,  his  wide  eyes  proclaiming  his astonishment.  

She bent, swiftly extricated her second blade from her boot, and ran  toward  him.  She  grabbed  his  shoulder  and  administered  a quick,  powerful  thrust  of  her  blade  beneath  his  ribs  to  his  heart. She might be a killer, but she would not prolong a man‘s suffering if she could help it.  

He  folded,  sinking  slowly  to  the  ground  like  some  child‘s  rag-doll. She wiped the thin blade clean on her sleeve and examined it for  damage  before  replacing  it  carefully  in  the  hand-stitched pocket  on  the  inside  of  her  boot.  It  wasn‘t  the  most  comfortable arrangement, but it had saved her life more than once.  

The  adrenaline  that  had  surged  through  her  body,  her  fierce pride at her hard-won and oft-practiced skill with a blade, drained away when she turned to Joseph and saw his face.  

He stared at her like she was a creature from a nightmare come to life. ―You killed him.‖  

His  shocked,  thready  tone  sank  into  the  marrow  of  her  bones. She would wager this was the first killing he‘d witnessed, and she wished  she  could  have  spared  him.  It  could  not  be  helped.  Soon enough, he would become as ruthless as she, or he would not long survive.  

―Of  course  I  killed  him,‖  she  said.  ―And  when  you  can  think rationally again, you‘ll understand why.‖  

He recoiled from her words. He scrubbed the back of his hand across his mouth and fixed his haunted gaze on her face, staring at her as if he hoped he could see into her soul. ―Are you truly such a cold-hearted bitch that killing a man affects you not at all?‖  
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He trembled, whether from fear or some other strong emotion, Liliana  couldn‘t  yet  discern.  She  stripped  off  her  mask,  allowed him  to  see  the  cold  practicality,  the  ruthlessness  that  she  was capable of. ―Yes, I  spared the ostler and the  boy, but do not ever think that merely because I am a woman, I have a tender heart. If I were a man, would you be so affronted by my actions?‖  

Joseph  was  her  mission,  and  his  opinion  should  not  have mattered  so  much  to  her.  But  it  did,  far  more  than  she  cared  to admit. She silently cursed her weakness.  

His fists clenched and then relaxed at his sides. ―You did right to  kill  him.  My  father believes  those  too  squeamish  to  dispose  of an enemy deserve whatever revenge is wrought upon them.‖  

―Your father, Joseph, is an evil bastard.‖  

He shrugged. ―He left me alive.‖  

Hah. Only because Darien Godwin believed  that filicide would imperil  his  immortal  soul.  Given  Joseph‘s  state  when  she  had found him, it would have been more humane for his father to have killed him outright.  

She  turned  her  attention  to  her  victim,  yanking  the  first  knife she‘d cast from his throat. Unwilling to provoke another outburst, she wiped the blade clean on the grass rather than the man‘s coat. When  she  hitched  up  her  skirt  to  replace  the  knife  in  her  thigh sheath,  Joseph‘s  gasp  was  so  loud  she  stilled.  She  secured  her blade,  dropped  her  skirt  and  smoothed  the  wretched  garment down her legs before meeting his gaze.  

―You‘re not wearing drawers.‖  

―There  were  none  in  Casiphia‘s  trunk.  I  would  hazard  a  guess that she had little need of them.‖  

The  ghost  of  a  smile  quirked  his  lips.  ―I  would  guess  you  are correct in that respect.‖  

―Help me sling him over his horse and get him off the track and 
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out of sight.‖  

He helped her with the task. He trudged after her, leading their own horses deep into the bush where the scrubby foliage gave way to trees.  

They  found  shelter  beneath  a  stand  of  large  pines.  He  hauled the body off the horse, dumped it on the ground and turned away, leaving the corpse to her tender care.  

She squatted beside the dead man to rifle through his pockets. She  found  his  papers  tucked  into  a  pocket  sewn  on  the  inside  of his  coat.  ―If  we‘re  unlucky  enough  that  anyone  questions  you again,  you  are  now  Master  Thomas  Bramley,  an  official  for  the Saint  Augustine  Port  Council.  You  are  traveling  incognito  for reasons  that  are  nobody‘s  business  but  your  own.  And  I  am Casiphia,  your  recently  widowed  sister.  Do  you  think  you  can handle that?‖  

―Of  course.  All  it  takes  is  the  right  degree  of  arrogance  and condescension. People will believe anything.‖  

―Indeed.  Oh,  and  here‘s  a  request  for  a  private  audience  with the  Silverton  Council.  Master  Bramley  must  have  had  important information to pass on.‖ 

Joseph‘s  lips  had  thinned  at  mention  of  Silverton,  his hometown.  ―I‘ll  check  his  pack.‖  The  official‘s  horse  continued cropping  grass,  ignoring  Joseph  as  he  rummaged  through  the pack.  

―Anything?‖ she asked.  

―Nothing.‖  

―Your thoughts?‖  

―My  gut  tells  me  there  must  be  something  significant  brewing on  the  political  front  for  Saint  Augustine‘s  Council  to  rely  on verbal  communications  only.  They  are  obviously  unwilling  to commit anything to paper.‖ He rubbed his chin. ―Do you need to pursue this?‖  
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She shook her head. ―I will settle for reporting it to my Captain on  my  return.  Would  it  be  likely  for  a  minor  official  from  Saint Augustine Port to be known and recognized hereabouts?‖   

―Highly  unlikely.  Saint  Augustine  and  Loganberry  are  worlds apart in importance and political standing. Why do you ask?‖  

―We  can‘t  take  the  risk.  We  need  to  strip  him  and  hide  all identifying  evidence  so  that  if  his  body  is  discovered,  he  is  a nameless traveler who met an unfortunate end.‖ She wrestled with the  first  of  Master  Bramley‘s  coat  buttons,  but  Joseph  evidently found the idea of a woman stripping a man too much. He nudged her  aside,  stripped  the  man  down  to  his  smallclothes  and  thrust the uniform at her.  

―Here,‖  he  said.  ―At  this  rate,  by  the  time  I  arrive  in  your  fair country, nothing will shock me.‖  

She  doubted  that.  He  had  no  idea  what  was  in  store  for  him. She hoped he would not hate her for her role in what was to come. She hoped that he would not curse her for eternity.  

Joseph‘s  voice  brought  her  tumbling  back  to  the  present.  ―I suggest we take his mount with us. Sell it if we can do so without raising suspicions. The coin the beast will fetch will be useful.‖  

―Good  idea.‖  It  pleased  her  that  he  was  thinking  ahead  and voicing his own opinions.  

―I have no idea what to do with Master Bramley, though.‖  

―What  about  him?  He‘s  hidden  from  sight  of  the  track.  Likely he‘ll be nothing but bones by the time his body is discovered, if it is discovered at all.‖  

―We should bury him,‖ he said.  

―We cannot spare the time.‖  

He grasped her wrist. The warmth of his fingers seeped into her skin  and  her  silly,  womanish  heart  leapt,  thrilling  at  the  contact. 
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The  insidious  desire  to  please  him  warred  with  her  need  to reassert control of her mission.  

―At  least  let  me  say  last  rites.‖  His  voice  was  rough  with emotion.  

―Oh, very well.‖ She hoped her snappish tone hid just how close she had been to offering to help him dig the grave.  

―Thank you.‖  

She  tried  not  to  fidget  as  he  launched  into  a  spiel  involving ashes  and  dust.  She  supposed  the  words  were  beautiful  in  a somber way. And she found herself humbled by his determination to lay to rest a man who would have slaughtered him the instant he‘d identified Joseph as a Scentinel.  

―Amen,‖ he said.  

―And may Innana guide your spirit into the next world and find you worthy of rebirth.‖  

Joseph straightened and opened his eyes. ―Who is Innana?‖  

―Among other things, the Goddess of War. I felt it appropriate, under the circumstances.‖  

His features hardened and his gaze turned sharp, piercing her, making  her  wish  she‘d  remained  silent.  ―Are  we  truly  at  war, Liliana?‖  

She curled her lip, unable to mask her scorn at his naivety. ―Of course  we  are,  Joseph.  It  is  a  war  that  is  being  fought  on  many levels, and Master Bramley is but one of the victims. Our nations have vastly different beliefs and each would impose its beliefs on the other. And within our two nations, those who hold the power battle with those who would wrest it from them. You and I fight to protect  ourselves  against  those  who  fear  us  or  covet  our  unique talents. Will we be condemned and murdered without a qualm, or considered valuable assets and imprisoned?  Either way, we  must fight for our lives and our freedom.‖  
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―You have harsh view of life, Liliana.‖  

―It  is  a  realistic  view.‖  She  bundled  up  the  man‘s  clothing, stuffed  it  in  her  saddlebag,  and  handed  him  the  sword.  ―Do  you know how to use this?‖  

―Of course.‖ He sounded offended.  

―Good. Disguise it as best you can in your saddlebags and we‘ll dispose  of  it  the  first  chance  we  get.  Now,  let  us  find  a  suitable place  to  spend  the  night  before  someone  else  happens  upon  us and—‖  

―And you are forced to kill some other poor innocent.‖  

She wondered if he meant it a joke. If so, it wasn‘t amusing. She caught  his  gaze.  ―I  doubt  that  Master  Bramley  was  an  innocent. Regardless,  if  I  was  forced  to  choose  between  the  life  of  an innocent  man  and  yours,  I  would  choose  yours.  Without hesitation.‖  

―Then the Divine Spirit have mercy on his soul. And yours.‖  

She  had  the  distinct  feeling  from  the  glibness  of  his  response that  it  was  more  rote  than  truth.  Even  so,  she  was  pricked  to respond.  ―Then  perhaps  it  is  fortunate  that  when  I  die,  I  will  be petitioning for Innana‘s mercy. Now, I have no desire to bed down by a corpse, so let us find a decent place to spend the night.‖ She took  her  horse‘s  reins  and  led  it  into  a  fast  walk,  leaving  Joseph behind to follow along as best he could with the spare horses.  




Chapter Twelve 

 

The  damp  blanket  Liliana  huddled  beneath  provided  little shelter from the deluge, but it was better than nothing at all. This year‘s  spring  storms  had  hit  with  a  vengeance,  constantly drenching them for the better part of a week. If he could see her, Talmai would be laughing all the way to the alehouse.  

―I  would  sell  my  soul for  a  hot  bath  right  now,‖  she  muttered, slanting  a  glance  at  Joseph  in  time  to  see  him  inhaling  the  clean spring  air.  Unlike  herself,  he  bore  the  discomfort  without complaint.  

―I have an idea,‖ he announced.  

She ground her teeth. Another one. He was full of them. It had been  his  suggestion  to  ―acquire‖  a  sturdy  cart  from  an  outlying cottage and leave Bramley‘s horse and sword in payment for what they‘d  stolen.  She  had  been  torn  between  applauding  his  good sense and mourning the loss of such a useful weapon.  

Thanks  to  the  cart,  they  were  making  better  progress.  Also thanks  to  the  cart,  it  was  far  more  difficult  to  travel  discreetly  at night,  and  they‘d  often  been  forced  to  spend  coin  on  nightly lodgings.  Madam  Jedida‘s  bag  was  getting  lighter.  The  delays made Liliana want to scream with frustration.  

The  cart  splashed  through  a  huge  puddle,  spraying  muddy water up the sides.  

―It‘s a good one,‖ he said.  

―I‘m listening.‖  

―I  suggest  hiring  a  carriage  in  Inglewood  to  take  us  to  Saint Augustine Port.‖  
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―It will cost the rest of our coin to hire a carriage.‖  

―I have every confidence you‘ll find more if needed.‖  

It  was  a  measure  of  how  wretched  she  felt  that  she  couldn‘t think of a sarcastic retort. Her bonnet was sopping wet, much like her dress. Droplets of water clung to her eyelashes and ran down her nose. Her hair hung in bedraggled locks. She shivered, pulling the blanket up higher over her shoulders.  

―Why don‘t you get some rest?‖ he said.  

―Why  don‘t  you  stop  mollycoddling  me  like  one  of  your  weak, useless Anglian ladies? I‘m fine.‖  

―Of course you are. Oh, look. The rain‘s easing.‖  

He tucked her into the crook of his arm, sheltering her with his body and lending her his warmth. He‘d discovered a font of inner strength.  Just  as  well.  He  would  need  all  the  strength  of  will  he could summon to succeed once he reached Europa.  

The  slow,  even  pace  of  the  horses‘  hooves  and  the  relentless squeak of the cart‘s wheels soothed her. Her eyelids drifted shut.  

Gershom,  Empress  Vashti‘s  Scentinel  lover,  haunted  her dreams. He beckoned her into the Imperial tomb. His heady scent overpowered  all  reason  and  she  could  not  defy  him.  Bewitched, she  allowed  him  to  take  her  hand  and  lead  her  into  the  inky blackness.  

He took her in his arms and kissed her, long and deep, pouring his  essence  into  her.  She  accepted  his  gift.  When  he  drew  her down with him onto the cool stone slab, she did not resist. When he touched her intimately, cupped her mound and slipped a finger into her slick depths, she did not protest. She clasped him to her breasts and when he entered her, she cried out, the intensity of her pleasure echoing in the blackness.  

He  pressed  kisses  to  her  brow,  kissed  her  eyelids  shut,  played her body until she was reborn a creature of pure sensation, aware 
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only of the thrust of his powerful body inside hers, the tenderness of  his  fingertips  on  her  skin,  the  scent  of  his  arousal.  And  of  her own.  

―I  love  you,  Liliana,‖  he  whispered  as  he  took  his  pleasure, emptying himself into her.  

And when she opened her eyes, intending to confess, to tell him she loved another, he was that other. He was Joseph. ―I love you, Joseph,‖ she murmured.  

He smiled at her, and it was the most beautiful smile, brimming with  his  love  for  her.  And  then  before  her  horrified  gaze,  he withered to a desiccated husk.  

She  screamed,  fighting  the  corpse‘s  grasping  embrace.  But  it held her fast and she could not break free.  

**** 

―Liliana.‖ Joseph shook her. ―Wake up, you‘re dreaming.‖  

She screamed again, and he held her tighter, crooning nonsense in her ear, protecting her from whatever terror had ensnared her. She burrowed closer, sobbing her fears into his chest.  

It was so unlike her to show fear, or any form of weakness, that he was at a loss to know how to comfort her. ―Hush, now,‖ he said, remembering how his mother had soothed him as a child. ―It was only a dream. I‘m here and you‘re safe.‖  

He stroked her hair until she calmed.  

She raised her head, her lips parted, mouth working as though she wanted to tell him something. But the words must have stuck in her throat. Instead, she took his face in the palms of her hands and  stared  deep  into  his  eyes.  Hers  were  full  of  such  pain  and yearning that it wrenched his heart. And then she kissed him, and it was as though she‘d poured her soul into the kiss.  

He was dismayed by depth of her passion and her anguish. He was certain that if he allowed the kiss to continue, his yearning for her would escalate and he would lose control, try to take her here and  now  without  a  care  for  who  might  happen  upon  them.  He wrapped his hands about her wrists and pushed her gently away. ―Public acts of intimacy are forbidden,‖ he muttered.  
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She blinked at him through eyes glazed with sleep and fear. And when clarity dawned on her face, he mourned the need for it.  

―Of  course,‖  she  said,  shifting  on  the  seat,  distancing  herself from him. ―My apologies. My mind is sleep-befuddled.‖  

―Of course.‖  

As  the  day  dragged  on,  Joseph  thought  long  and  hard  about that  kiss  and  other  intimacies.  His  recollections  of  what  Liliana had  encouraged  him  to  do  in  an  effort  to  dispel  his  nightmarish encounter with Eglah, had grown only more vivid. Now, whenever he  closed  his  eyes,  he  saw  Liliana  kneeling  in  front  of  him, quivering  as  he  reached  out  to  caress  her  breast.  He  saw  her writhing  beneath  him  as  he  surged  into  her,  her  lips  parted  on  a moan of pleasure, eyes glazed with desire. In his mind‘s eye he saw everything he‘d done to her, everything she‘d let him do. What he didn‘t see—couldn‘t see—was deep into her soul.  

He  thought  about  telling  her  that  in  the  throes  of  her  dream, before it had become a nightmare, she‘d murmured that she loved him. He thought about demanding to know her true feelings, and telling  her  how  he  felt  in  return,  but  he  didn‘t  dare.  She‘d instigated their latest encounter, and he was painfully aware that being  Europan,  she  must  have  taken  many  lovers.  He  feared  he was reading more into their coupling than he should, that to her it had meant little, as would her startling declaration of love. So he remained silent and hoped with all his heart that the emotion he‘d witnessed  in  her  eyes  when  she‘d  kissed  him  was  real.  He  hoped he‘d interpreted it correctly.  

And  even  though  he  ached  to  hold  her  in  his  arms  and  lose 
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himself in her, have her scream his name as he plunged inside her, he vowed to wait for her to come to him again.  

**** 

Joseph‘s  temper  was  beginning  to  fray.  Liliana  was  the  most impossible woman he‘d ever had the misfortune to meet. He could think  of  a  hundred  things  he‘d  rather  do  than  play  the  valet  for her.  Even  swimming  across  the  channel  to  Europa  would  be preferable.  

She plucked at the skirt of her plain grey walking gown. ―Must I wear this hideous thing?‖  

―The  only  permitted  colors  for  women‘s  daywear  are  varying shades  of  grey,  black  or  brown,‖  he  told  her.  ―I  thought  grey  the best choice.‖ 

―If  I  must  resemble  some  drab  little  bird,‖  she  said,  ―I  would much  rather  it  be  a  raven.  Even  the  dress  I  filched  from  Madam Jedida‘s girl is more stylish than this.‖ 

He  handed  her  another  item  of  clothing  and  waited  for  the inevitable derogatory comment.  

―What  is this  thing?‖  She  held  the  offending  item  at  arm‘s length and wrinkled her nose as though it were some filthy rag.  

―A  pinafore.  To  be  worn  over  the  gown.  And  before  you  say anything more, yes, you must wear it. White signifies purity. It is a mark  of  a  woman‘s  breeding  for  her  to  wear  a  pristine  white pinafore.  It  announces  her  husband  is  wealthy  enough  to  have servants to cater for her needs.‖  

―Now  I know  I  would  rather  be  a  servant.‖  She  clenched  her fists,  visibly  holding  in  a  fit  of  temper  as  she  struggled  into  the pinafore.  ―Are  there  any  more  ridiculous  items  of  clothing  you would like to inflict upon me?‖  

He handed over gloves, resisting the desire to roll his eyes when she  grimaced.  ―Now,  the  bonnet.‖  Noting  her  mutinous expression, he amended his order. ―Please.‖  
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She glared  at him as she jammed her bonnet on her head and tied the ribbons beneath her chin.  

It  was  with  vast  relief  that  he  ushered  her  from  the  lodging house and handed her into the hack he‘d hired to convey them into the  heart  of  Inglewood  town.  He  inhaled  deeply,  welcoming  the country air and Liliana‘s silence.   

Liliana,  too,  seemed  to  be  enjoying  the  journey.  Good.  With  a bit  of  luck,  her  disposition  would  improve  and  she  would  not subject him to further fuss. 

His nerves, already strung tight, twanged tighter still when they halted at the posting house, and she tripped as she climbed from the hack. ―Damned dress,‖ she muttered, kicking at her skirts and bristling with unladylike irritation.  

He  grasped  her  elbow  and  leaned  close  to  whisper  in  her  ear. ―Behave, Liliana. If you call any more attention to yourself, I‘ll be forced to publicly admonish you.‖  

He  endured  her  accusing  glower,  handed  her  into  the  coach, and  climbed  in  after  her.  The  footman  folded  up  the  steps, bellowed  to  the  driver  and  with  a  lurch  that  caught  Liliana completely by surprise, the coach moved off.  

Hiding  a  smile,  he  plucked  her  from  the  floor,  smoothed  her skirts  down  until  she  was  decently  covered,  and  deposited  her onto the padded bench seat next to him. ―Well, milady, what say you of our latest mode of travel?‖  

She  blew  a  wayward  curl  away  from  her  eyes.  ―Oh,  my  dear,‖ she  simpered.  ―It  was  worth  pawning  everything  I  acquired  from Madam Jedida to hire this delightful conveyance. It is so positively charming, I‘m beyond words.‖  

Her attempt to flutter her eyelashes at him was so clumsy that he burst out laughing.  
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The coach rattled over a bump, and he grabbed her to prevent her  sliding  to  the  floor  in  an  unladylike  heap  a  second  time.  She slapped his hands away, slumping down in the seat until she could brace  herself  with  her  feet  against  the  edge  of  the  empty  seat opposite. Her head drooped onto her chest in a pose which clearly bespoke  her  disgust  with  this  mode  of  transport.  ―If  the lamentable  state  of  these  roads  is  anything  to  go  by,  we  would make far better time astride a couple of good horses than riding in this uncomfortable contraption.‖  

―Such a pity you weren‘t born a man. That would have solved all our problems.‖ He grinned when he heard a snooty huff from the corner of the coach.  

―Yes, that would solve all my problems.‖  

―You have rank, and I would guess, privilege, too. Are you truly so unhappy with your lot?‖  

She pressed her lips together and averted her face to stare out the window. ―I do not wish to discuss it. In fact, I would appreciate it if you would cease prattling so that I might get some rest.‖ She closed her eyes.  

―If you like, you could stretch out and rest your head in my lap.‖  

Her  eyelids  opened  a  crack,  allowing  a  flash  of  emerald  ire  to escape.  ―Stop  coddling  me.  I  don‘t  need  you  to  look  after  me.  I don‘t need anyone.‖ She turned her face away, settling herself into the corner.  

―Praise be, it is only a two-day journey to Saint Augustine Port,‖ he said, frustrated by her stubbornness.  

―Thank the Goddess for small mercies,‖ she muttered.  

He  watched  her  drift  off  into  a  sleep  that  smacked  of exhaustion.  She  did  not  wake  when  he  eased  her  into  a  more comfortable  position,  cradling  her  across  his  thighs  so  that  her head  rested  comfortably  on  his  chest.  Despite  her  fierce protestations  of  independence,  she did  need  someone  to  care  for her. Why could that someone not be him?  
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The thought brought a smile of satisfaction to his lips. Once this journey  was  over  and  they  reached  Europa,  everything  would change.  

A heavy, undeniable sense of foreboding mantled him, causing him to shift uneasily. Then, everything would change, and he was not naïve enough to presume it would necessarily be for the better.  

Liliana  drew  in  a  tiny  sobbing  breath  and  he  brushed  a  tear from her cheek with his thumb. He wondered if she realized that she cried in her sleep. Or had any inkling that her tears wrung his heart.  




Chapter Thirteen 

 

Wind caught the sails  and the craft picked up speed, scudding across  the  white-capped  waves.  Liliana  watched  Saint  Augustine Port‘s  defined  outlines  blur  into  smudges  and  vanish.  With  luck, she‘d never see the benighted island nation of Anglia again.  

Her hands tightened on the railing, and she widened her stance to keep her balance on the pitching deck. This was the final leg of her journey. She had no further need to masquerade as an Anglian woman.  She  was  released  from  the  constant  vigil  that  traveling through  enemy  territory  demanded.  She  should  feel  as  though  a heavy burden had been lifted from her shoulders. But she had not yet been freed from the weight of Joseph‘s expectations, wouldn‘t be  until  she  found  the  courage  to  publicly  repudiate  any relationship  he  imagined  they  shared.  Coward  that  she  was,  she found herself relieved that they were forced to bunk down with the crew rather than share a cabin. Joseph was a temptation that she found  increasingly  difficult  to  resist,  and  such  intimacy  would have spurred her to an even more serious lapse of judgment.  

The  trawler‘s  captain  joined  her  at  the  rail.  ―Tell  me  what happened to Perath,‖ she said to him without preamble.  

―Perath‘s not the only Europan agent with access to a seafaring vessel. And do you not think this craft superior to his?‖  

She  stretched  kinks  out  of  her  shoulders.  ―Anyone  might  be forgiven  for  believing  you  have  integrated  too  well  into  Anglian society.‖ 

―Whatever do you mean?‖ 

―You treat me like a foolish, simpering Anglian female without a brain in her skull. Now, what happened to Perath?‖ 
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The captain barked a humorless laugh. ―My apologies, Sergeant. I should have known your reputation for not tolerating fools was no  lie.  Official  Anglian  reporting  is  that  Perath  scuttled  his  craft, hoping to collect on an insurance policy. Those very same official sources conveniently uncovered a large gambling debt in Perath‘s name.‖ 

―Sabotage.‖ 

―Yes.  It  seems  likely  someone  discovered  Perath  passing  on information and took appropriate measures.‖ 

She  wondered  whether  Thomas  Bramley,  the  Saint  Augustine official  she‘d  killed,  had  been  riding  to  Silverton  to  inform  the Council  Leader  of  Perath‘s  demise.  That,  too,  seemed  likely.  She closed her eyes and whispered a prayer to Salacia, asking the sea goddess to guide Perath‘s soul to its final rest. When she opened her  eyes,  it  was  to  find  the  captain  staring  intently  at  her.  She pleated her brows. ―What?‖ 

―You are welcome to take possession of my cabin if you require separate quarters. I‘m not too proud to bunk with my crew.‖ 

This  man  was  not  Perath  and,  Europan  agent  or  not,  she wouldn‘t  trust  him  so  easily.  She  adopted  a  tight,  quelling  tone. ―Why  would  I  require  a  cabin  to  myself?  Do  you  not  believe  me capable of handling one spoiled Anglian lordling?‖  

The  captain  rubbed  the  bridge  of  his  nose  and  appeared  to  be choosing his words. ―Forgive me, Sergeant. I did not mean to cast aspersions  on  your  abilities.  But  I  know  what  men  like  him  can do.‖  

The pulse at her temple pounded. She forced herself to relax, to appear unconcerned. ―Men like him?‖  

―Scentinels.‖  

By  Delilah‘s  wicked  heart,  how  did  he  guess  that?  She  studied 
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his  face,  debating  her  next  course  of  action.  This  man  had  no reason  to  be  privy  to  the  details  of  her  mission.  He  could  have reached the conclusion that Joseph was more than he appeared on his  own,  but  she  thought  it  far  more  likely  he‘d  garnered  the information from an inside source.   

―My brother is a Scentinel,‖ the captain volunteered before she could decide what to do.  

―Ah.‖ Her disquiet subsided, replaced with pity. ―His name?‖  

―Jakim.‖  

―I know of him. By all reports he is an… interesting man.‖ 

The captain blew out a breath that was more of a derisive snort. ―Interesting. That‘s one way to describe the arrogant prick.‖  

She gave a wry smile. ―Scentinels are never the easiest of men to get along with.‖  

―No.‖  He  was  silent  for  a  long  moment.  ―And  this  mission  of yours. Is he an interesting man?‖  

 ―You might like to ask him yourself,‖ she said, jerking her chin at  Joseph,  who‘d  emerged  from  below  deck  and  stood  watching with  an  absorbed  expression  as  the  deckhands  hauled  in  their latest catch. It took every ounce of self-control she had to keep her face  blank,  to  not  reveal  that  her  heart  had  leapt  at  the  sight  of him. Something low in her belly clenched. Her breasts grew heavy with the memory of his hands caressing her  flesh. She wanted to run to him, press against him, beg him to enfold her in his arms so she  could  lose  herself  in  his  strength  and  warm  herself  in  the captivating heat of his desire.  

―What will you tell Talmai?‖ the captain asked.  

She tore her gaze from Joseph to shoot the captain an assessing glance from beneath her lashes, but his face was neutral. Her reply was neutral, too. ―I will tell him everything that he needs to know.‖  

His direct look pierced her defenses and laid her bare. ―I‘m not an  imbecile,  Sergeant,‖  he  said.  ―I  have  two  sons  and  a  nephew. And  after  what  happened  with  my  brother,  I‘ve  made  it  my business to be aware of all things pertaining to Scentinels. If one poses the right questions to the right people, your name crops up. And I find myself wishing with all my heart that you‘d been with Jakim when he ripened. What transpired before he was taken—it ripped my family apart.‖  
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Despite her morbid curiosity, she did not ask him to elaborate. She‘d  heard  rumors  enough  to  know  that  the  truth  would  haunt her. She fisted her hand against her  stomach to contain the guilt that  curled  there,  cobra-like,  waiting  to  strike.  If  she  gave  in  to Vashti‘s unsubtle pressure, became a brood mare and managed to produce  Null  offspring,  cases  like  Jakim‘s  would  become increasingly rare. But was that reason enough to sacrifice her body and her soul and her children to the greater good? And what if she did not pass on her Null genes? Those thoughts, too, were horrible to contemplate.  

―I‘m sorry there‘s only one of me,‖ she whispered.  

―As  am  I,  Sergeant.  As  am  I.‖  The  anguish  lurking  in  his  eyes hardened to resolve. The lines etched into his weather-beaten face deepened. She was not going to like whatever he planned to say.  

―It is obvious to me that this man, your mission, affects you,‖ he said.  ―I  do  not  presume  to  tell  you  your  business,  but  is  that  not worrisome?  Your  ability  to  affect  such  men  is,  after  all,  unique. Could it be fading?‖  

A tight knot of dread formed in her gut. Damn her for her weak, womanish  compassion.  She  should  never  have  allowed  herself  to feel  sorry  for  this  man.  He‘d  gotten  past  her  guard  too  easily.  It was on the tip of her tongue to give him a dressing down he would not  forget  and  threaten  to  have  him  removed  from  command  of this  vessel  on  some  trumped-up  charge.  He  had  no  right  to 
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question  her,  to  make  her  ―his  business.‖  But  that  was  her  fear talking. If the captain of this vessel, a man she had only just met, could read her so easily and know that she harbored inappropriate feelings  for  Joseph,  then  Talmai  would  know  her  secrets  the moment  he  laid  eyes  on  her.  She  could  only  thank  the  Goddess that the captain had reached the wrong conclusion. Talmai would not make the same mistake.  

Talmai—yet  another  complication  that  must  be  rectified. Sooner  or  later  she  would  have  to  confront  him  with  what  she suspected,  for  it  was  eating  at  her  soul,  tainting  her  professional relationship with him. But knowing would change everything and not necessarily for the better. She might lose him as well.  

She  forced  herself  to  take  a  calming  breath.  Diverting  the captain‘s suspicions would be far more effective than threats. She summoned a throaty, sex-laced laugh and let her gaze drift lazily over  Joseph.  ―I choose  to  let  my  mission  affect  me,  Captain,  so there‘s  nothing  to  fear  in  that  respect.  He‘s  a  prime  specimen. And, how shall I put this? I thought it might be amusing to dally with an Anglian and corrupt him so that he‘s not quite so virtuous when his training commences. Talmai might even applaud me for expediting the training process.‖  

To her relief, he chuckled with genuine amusement and slapped her  on  the  back.  ―Forgive  me  for  doubting  you,  Sergeant.  I  will leave you to your interesting man.‖  

―Captain.‖ She placed her hand on his arm to prevent him from taking his leave. ―I would be disappointed in the extreme if I heard any gossip. Do I make myself clear?‖  

He inclined his head. ―Of course.‖  

She dismissed him to stare out at the white-capped sea, glad of the bracing air to clear her mind.  

Joseph might believe himself in love with her, but what did he know of love? If he survived his training, he would be the human equivalent of a honed, deadly blade. And, like a blade, he would be cold and brutal as he shredded her heart.  
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If Talmai suspected for one moment that she harbored feelings for  Joseph,  he  would  believe  her  compromised  and  pull  her  off active  duty.  And  the  Empress  would  have  her  confined  to  her rooms  with  a  selection  of  eligible  breeders  to  keep  her  occupied. She had to cut Joseph loose now, before she lost the last thing that she held dear. Her freedom to choose.  

She  waved  to  catch  Joseph‘s  eye,  and  when  he  turned  and smiled at her, he stole her breath. Goddess. Why this man? Why?  

Tears pricked her eyes, but she told herself it was the wind, just as  she  told  herself  that  missing  a  meal  had  left  her  weak-kneed and  shaking.  Stiffening  her  spine,  she  took  herself  below  deck  to prepare for the performance of a lifetime. It would be brutal, but it would be quick. She hoped that one day, he would understand and forgive her. She hoped that one day, she would forgive herself.   

**** 

Liliana  shifted  on  the  narrow,  uncomfortable  cot  she‘d  been assigned.  She‘d  been  a  coward  not  to  request  that  Joseph accompany her to the crew‘s quarters. At least an hour had passed while she waited for him to tire of observing the crew, inspecting their catch, and the myriad other shipboard tasks that entertained him.  

Her mind wandered, dwelling on whether he would remember to duck his head before entering. He‘d entertained the crew greatly with his pathetic attempts at cursing the last time he‘d bashed his head.  They‘d  taken  it  upon  themselves  to  teach  him  ―proper‖ curses, much to her private amusement.  

And then, as though summoned by her thoughts alone, he was there.  She  let  out  a  breath  she  hadn‘t  known  she‘d  been  holding 
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when he ducked and entered without incident.  

He  acknowledged  the  crewman  lounging  on  one  of  the  bunks with  a  nod.  For  Liliana,  he  had  a  smile.  Her  heart  thrilled  at  the warmth  of  that  smile  even  as  her  soul  quailed  and  something inside her withered.  

―Sit,‖ she said, indicating the end of her cot. ―There are matters I must discuss with you before we make landfall.‖  

He regarded her gravely. ―If this is about my training—‖  

She  cut  him  off  with  a  sharp  gesture  and  addressed  the crewman. ―Give us some privacy. This won‘t take long.‖  

The  man  absorbed  her  grim  expression,  rolled  from  his  bunk and smartly exited.  

 ―It‘s not like you to be rude,‖ Joseph said, his tone teasing. ―It must be serious.‖   

Her stomach roiled. Guilt and misery had given her a pounding headache.  She  allowed  none  of  her  inner  turmoil  to  show  on  her face  as  she  met  his  gaze.  ―Joseph,  I  have  grown  to  respect  you tremendously. But I wish to make it clear to you that for me, there are  no  deeper  feelings  involved.  We  have  no  future.  Do  you understand what I‘m saying?‖  

A tic pulsed beneath his eye. ―Do not lie to me. I know you want me.  I‘ve  seen  you  looking  at  me,  lusting  after  me,  yearning  to repeat what you‘ve already done to me.‖  

She betrayed herself with a shocked gasp, her gaze locking onto his, reading the truth in his eyes.  

He held her gaze. ―I remember what you did to help me forget Eglah. At first I thought it but a wonderful dream, but it was too real, too vivid. I remember everything you let me do to you. I know the kind of woman that you are.‖  

Her  laugh  tinkled  light  as  air,  exactly  as  she‘d  intended.  ―You know  nothing  of  the  kind  of  woman  I  am.  For  me,  you  were  a convenient cock to mount.‖ She shrugged, as if to imply she‘d been unable to help herself. ―I used you as a diversion to pass the time on a trying journey. You mean nothing to me. Nothing.‖  
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His jaw worked. ―I don‘t believe you. What we shared—‖  

―What  we  shared  was  nothing  more  than  relieving  our  needs like rutting animals in heat.‖  

―I  know  you,  Liliana.  You‘re  afraid  of  what  you  feel  for  me. You‘re trying to push me away.‖  

She snorted, and with that expulsion of breath it felt as though her soul had been rent from her body. She could well imagine that it  now  hovered  above  them  both,  helpless,  forcing  the  flesh-and-blood shell that remained to continue  with the task of destroying all chance that Joseph would love her as she loved him. ―Oh, come now.  It‘s  ridiculous  to  think  I  could  ever love  you.  How  could  I? You‘re  an  Anglian  noble,  born  into  a  society  that  oppresses women.  Your  father  is  Darien  Godwin,  a  man  who  represents everything I loathe.‖ She forced her lip to curl, her nostrils to flare as  though  she  had  smelled  something  noisome.  ―And  you  are  a Scentinel.‖  

He recoiled, raw pain marring his handsome face.  

And she ached for him. The undercurrents of hurt and betrayal swirled  about  them,  so  powerful  they  threatened  to  physically manifest.  Thank  the  Goddess  they  could  not,  for  Liliana  believed they would slash her to the bone and bleed her dry.  

Joseph recovered first, retreating behind the mantle of Anglian arrogance so typical of the well-born male of the breed. ―Very well. Now  we‘ve  cleared  up  that  misunderstanding,  enlighten  me  on another aspect of your society.‖  

―Of course.‖  

He  moved  closer,  close  enough  to  take  her  hand  and  turn  it upward so that he could draw circles on her palm with the tip of 
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his forefinger. She swallowed, working moisture into her suddenly dry mouth, fighting to repress her shiver.    

―I have been led to assume that Europan women are not averse to casual relationships.‖  

―We see no shame in indulging our needs.‖  

―And  you,  Liliana,  are  the  epitome  of  a  Europan  woman.‖  He punctuated his words by pressing a kiss to her hand.  

She stifled a gasp. The warmth of his lips seeped into her skin, dissolving  her  resolve.  She  swallowed,  tried  to  shore  up  her determination to do what was right and best for them both. ―What are you insinuating?‖ 

He  grasped  her  wrist  and  tugged  her  forward.  ―Be  Europan, Liliana. Prove to me that you practice what you preach. It is only sex, after all. I am willing. You want me. Where is the harm?‖   

She fought him, twisting her wrist to break his hold. But he was wise  to  her  tricks,  and  in  such  close  confines  she  had  little leverage. She couldn‘t keep him from pulling her toward him.   

No, that was a lie. She could have broken his nose, bruised his throat with the hard edge of her hand, rendered him unconscious with  a  carefully  placed  blow.  She  could  even  have  resorted  to womanish screams and brought crew members running to her aid. She chose not to. She chose to see this confrontation through to its end.  

Her heart thudded with all the pent-up passion of a woman who desperately wanted a man and had one last chance to consummate that passion. So she let him pull her close and shackle her wrists with  a  hand,  let  him  spear  his  other  hand  through  her  hair  and cradle her skull to hold her still, let him take her mouth with lips that were hard and furious on hers, forcing her to open to him so he could thrust his tongue inside.  

Her senses swam. Arousal flushed her skin and the walls of her womb  spasmed.  The  scent  of  him,  healthy  young  male  infused with  the  darkest  of  bitter-chocolate  drops,  the  kind  the  Empress favored,  too  expensive  to  justify  but  too  delicious  to  resist— Goddess.  If  she  hadn‘t  known  that  she  nullified  his  power,  she would have believed he‘d bewitched her with his scent.  

[image: ]

He jerked her off the bunk, forced her to stand while he shoved her trousers down her thighs until they tangled around her calves. She  struggled,  but  only  because  it  went  against  her  nature  to  be unable to move freely.  

He arched an eyebrow at her. ―You don‘t like being used? Think of it this way. By servicing me for the duration of this voyage, you will  be  doing  your  country  a  service.  I‘m  sure  the  courtesans charged  with  teaching  me  the  ways  of  women  will  be  grateful  to find me broken in.‖  

She cringed inwardly at the venom in his voice, but told herself that it was for the best. He would need his anger to get through the ordeal ahead. Whatever he felt for her did  not matter. She was  a soldier, and he was her mission.  

He toppled her onto the bunk and followed her down, covering her  with  his  body,  forcing  her  thighs  apart  to  accommodate  his hips. She felt herself growing wet at the mere thought of how close she  was  to  him.  How  easy  it  would  be  to  undo  his  flies  and  free him, grasp his cock and play with him, incite him to a frenzy, and then  guide  him  inside  her.  But  she  made  no  move,  for  then  she would shatter the thin veneer of control and he might guess she‘d lied to him, and that she did love him. And that, she could not risk.  

He  licked  the  wildly  beating  pulse  at  her  throat.  He  bit  down hard  enough  to  bruise  but  not  break  the  skin.  She  welcomed  the small pain, and it was all she could do not to moan and beg that he brand her so she would always have something to remember him by.  
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His  mouth  sought  her  breast,  laving  her  nipple  through  the material  of  her  shirt.  And  then  he  ripped  it  apart,  baring  her breasts to his angry, heated gaze. Her breath caught in her throat as  he  bent  his  head  and  drew  her  nipple  into  his  mouth.  He pleasured her with his tongue and teeth, sucking and biting. And when  she  failed  to  arch  her  back  and  press  her  breast  into  his mouth, he drew away to stare at her.  

She  heated  beneath  his  heavy-lidded  gaze,  knowing  from  the purely masculine gleam in his eye that he found her body pleasing, that  he  wanted  her.  She  wanted  him,  too,  so  much  it  physically pained her. But she would not give him the satisfaction of begging.  

―You are a consummate actress, Liliana,‖ he said as he slid both hands  behind  her  back  and  positioned  her  to  his  liking.  ―But  I know you too well.‖ 

―You  do  not  know  me  at  all,‖  she  said.  And  prayed  to  Innana, Goddess of Love, Fertility and War, that it was true. For if Joseph knew the truth, and if he dared to love her in return, Vashti would sink her claws into both of them and use them against each other. And that, Liliana knew, would destroy them both.  

A  part  of  Joseph  was  horrified  by  the  thought  that  the  crew member  could  return  at  any  time.  He  shoved  that  part  aside.  If someone  walked  in  on  them,  so  be  it.  An  audience  would  only enhance his plan to punish Liliana for what she‘d done to him.  

He shook with the need to thrust inside her and use her as she‘d used him. But he gritted his teeth and held back. He wanted more. He  would  have  her  helpless  with  lust,  writhing  beneath  him, incapable of anything but screaming his name. Then he would put his  clothing  to  rights,  favor  her  with  a  supercilious  eyebrow  and some  offhand  comment,  and  leave  her  lying  on  the  bunk.  He would  prove  to  her  that  he,  too,  could  take  what  he  needed  and remain unaffected. 
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He despised his sexual ignorance. How ironic that he must now rely  on  his  experiences  with  Jedida‘s  courtesans,  his  ―dream‖ encounter  with  Liliana,  and  yes,  even  his  sordid  coupling  with Eglah  to  prepare  him  for  this  moment.  Without  them  he  would have  been  lost,  overwhelmed  by  his  body‘s  eager  reactions  to Liliana‘s  nakedness,  too  green  to  understand  how  the  act  of coupling  could  be  both  pleasure  and  torment.  And  he  would torment her as he pleasured her. He would ensure that she would never  forget  him.  It  was  the  least  he  could  do  to  repay  her  for doing the same to him.  

And then there was only the woman beneath him, the scent of her  arousal,  the  softness  of  her  skin  as  he  stroked  her,  the slickness  of  her  cleft  as  he  cupped  her  and  then  pushed  a  finger inside to probe her depths. She would not admit it, but she wanted him. Had surrendered to him. Her body betrayed her with frantic flutters of her pulse when he touched his lips to her skin, with the fine trembling of her muscles that she thought he did not notice, with every surreptitious hitch in her breathing. And he would take what she offered him and pretend that he, too, had hardened his heart and sought to use her only for his own pleasure.  

He did not bother to strip off his clothes, although he yearned to  press  the  length  of  his  body  against  hers,  skin  to  skin.  He merely  unbuttoned  his  flies,  pulled  out  his  hard,  throbbing phallus,  and  positioned  himself  at  her  entrance.  She  lay  still, barely  seeming  to  breathe  as  he  pushed  himself  inside  her.  He pressed deeper, grinding himself into her, willing her to react. And clenching his jaw in frustration when she did not. Damn her for a stubborn, willful creature!  

But  he  would  not  allow  her  to  win  this  game  of  pretense.  He knew what she liked, how she liked it. He‘d lived it over and over again in his dreams. He would give her what she wanted, what she 
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needed. And this time, it would be him haunting her dreams.  

He  grasped  her  hips  and  withdrew  slowly  until  just  the  tip  of him remained within  her, then surged into her again. And again. And again.  

Then, as if she couldn‘t help herself, she met his thrust, seeking him,  clasping  him  with  her  inner  muscles.  He  set  the  rhythm, reveling  in  her  whimpers  as  he  teased  her  swollen  folds  with  the tip  of  his  erection,  exulting  in  her  moans  when  he  entered  her again.  

He bent his head to her breasts, driving her to writhe beneath him as he tortured her sensitive flesh with his tongue and nips of his  teeth.  Her  skin  flushed,  not  from  fever  but  solely  from  his touch. He did that to her, him.  

He sensed the need in her from the tiny tremors in the muscles of her thighs, the way her breath caught and her hands tightened on  his  hips,  urging  him  back  inside  her  the  instant  he  began  to withdraw.  

The  muscles  in  her  thighs  tensed  and  strained  as  though  she wanted  to  spread  her  thighs  wider,  but  her  trousers  were  still tangled about her ankles. She was at his mercy. He slid his hands beneath  her  buttocks,  tilted  her  hips  so  he  could  penetrate  her deeper.  He  slowed  his  rhythm  and  watched  her  face,  waiting  for her to lose control.  

A  thready  moan  escaped  her  lips.  One  of  her  hands  drifted down her stomach, and lower. She drew her forefinger through her slit, coating it with her own sexual fluids, and as he surged into her and  drew  himself  out  and  surged  into  her  again,  she  pleasured herself with her finger.  

She tightened like a fist around him, provoking him to pump his hips faster. He drove himself into her fiercely, heard the slap of his flesh  against  hers.  She  uttered  a  hoarse  cry  and  her  womb clenched  around  him,  the  strength  of  her  release  triggering  his own.  Their  bodies  strained  together,  each  bowing  to  forces  far more powerful than their own wills. And as his seed spurted into her body, in his mind he cried out her name and declared his love.  
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He  slumped  atop  her  with  his  head  cradled  on  her  chest, listening as the frantic beat of her heart slowed.  

Her  whimper  brought  him  crashing  back  into  the  present.  He levered himself up to examine her face. ―What‘s wrong?‖  

She turned her face away from him, veiling her expression. ―I‘m Europan. What could possibly be wrong?‖  

He rolled off her and set his clothing to rights. She had buried her  face  in  the  crook  of  her  arm.  His  heart  wrenched  at  the vulnerability of her pose. She made him feel as though he‘d forced her, as Eglah had once forced him.  

He hated her for making him believe even for a moment that it could  be  the  truth.  He  hated  himself  even  more  for  leaving  her lying on the bunk.  




Chapter Fourteen 

 

After the confines of the trawler and the discomfort of a week-long  journey  by  road  to  reach  the  Imperial  Palace,  Joseph  had welcomed  the  prospect  of  shedding  his  travel-worn  clothes  and bathing.  The  suite  he‘d  been  assigned  was  luxurious,  even  by  his high  standards.  Too,  he‘d  appreciated  being  left  to  his  own devices. Being in such close proximity to Liliana in the coach she‘d commandeered  had  been  akin  to  torture.  The  peace  and  solitude gave  him  time  to  think  and  compose  himself  for  whatever  his future held.  

But  he‘d  realized  the  truth  the  instant  he‘d  tried  to  leave  his rooms. He was a prisoner. The guards stationed by his door made that clear. And aside from the servants, for the past two days the only  contact  he‘d  had  with  the  palace  denizens  had  been  a  brief visit  yesterday  from  Captain  Talmai.  It  had  been  a  frustratingly brief visit, merely to inform him that the Empress would see him in the morning, and that Talmai would come for him at ten.  

He  prowled  about  his  suite,  disdaining  the  hearty  breakfast  a manservant had laid out on the table. The aroma was enticing, but his gut was knotted with tension—too much tension to risk eating, despite  his  gnawing  hunger.  He  poured  a  glass  of  lemon-and-mint-infused  water  from  the  crystal  pitcher  and  gulped  it  down, grimacing at the slightly bitter aftertaste.  

He glanced again at the timepiece on the mantel. Ten minutes.  

His  thoughts  drifted  to  Liliana,  where  she  might  be,  what  she might be doing at present. And with whom.  

Doubtless  she  was  thankful  to  be  home  again.  Perhaps  even more  thankful  to  be  relieved  of  the  burden  of  his  constant presence.  Coldhearted  bitch.  Why  could  he  not  have  distanced himself from his emotions, used her body for his  pleasure  as she had  used  him?  Why  could  he  not  banish  her  as  she‘d  banished him?   
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Why couldn‘t he hate her?  

A sharp rap on the door jerked him from his thoughts. The hair on  his  nape  rose  and  his  heart  pounded  with  anticipation  laced with fear. ―Come in.‖  

The  guard  outside  Joseph‘s  room  opened  the  door  to  admit Captain  Talmai.  He  murmured  something  to  the  guard,  who saluted and left, boot-heels clacking on the marble tiles.  

Talmai  took  in  the  room,  the  uneaten  breakfast,  and  Joseph‘s appearance.  ―The  clothing  suits  you,‖  he  said,  eyeing  the  loose cotton drawstring pants and sleeveless tunic. ―You could be one of us. Are you ready?‖  

Joseph  plucked  at  his  tunic  and  grimaced.  The  clothing  he‘d been given was similar to Talmai‘s, but he felt vulnerable, almost undressed.  His  skin  tingled,  strangely  sensitized  to  the featherweight caress of the thin cotton he wore. Even the soles of his  feet  prickled.  He  wiggled  his  toes  in  the  soft  leather  sandals and summoned a wry smile. Was he ready? ―Not at all.‖  

Talmai favored him with a nod. ―I would be disappointed if you were. Only fools and simpletons walk willingly into a lion‘s den.‖  

―If  that  is  your  oblique  way  of  warning  me  your  Empress  is  a force to be reckoned with, there is no need.‖ His tone was clipped, infected with his apprehension.  

―Vashti holds your life in her elegant hands. Whatever happens, you would do well to remember that, Joseph. Do not be lulled into complacency by her appearance. Or that she is female.‖  

Joseph  blew  out  a  breath  and  rotated  his  shoulders,  forcing 
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himself  to  relax.  ―Thank  you  for  your  advice.‖  He  made  a  move toward the door, only to be stayed by Talmai‘s grip on his arm.  

―She needs you, Joseph.‖  

His  tenuous  control  slipped,  allowing  a  glimpse  of  his  true feelings. ―Liliana? Hah. I think not.‖ And he damned himself for a fool. He‘d fallen into a trap he‘d been determined to avoid. He had no wish for the Scentinel captain to know how much Liliana meant to him.  

Talmai  ignored  his  lapse.  ―Vashti  needs  you,  Joseph  Godwin. She  needs  you  and  all  that  you  stand  for.  Grasp  that  knowledge and hold it close. It may be all that keeps you sane.‖  

He  mulled  that  ominous  statement  as  Talmai  ushered  him down the maze of long corridors to the Empress‘s private quarters. He noted the lack of servants and presumed they‘d been instructed to  remove  themselves.  The  blood  chilled  in  his  veins.  Vashti  was taking no chances with him, her latest acquisition.  

Talmai  paused  by  a  set  of  intricately  carved  heavy  wooden doors and knocked three times. Joseph  heard a loud snick as the lock was turned. The doors swung open and he came face to face with Liliana. Seeing her again was like a physical blow to the gut, robbing him of breath, smacking him anew with the realization of what he‘d lost.  

Released from its customary braid, Liliana‘s hair rippled down her  back,  the  heavy,  curly  blond  mass  restrained  only  by  a  thin gold  circlet  about  her  brow.  Her  masculine-styled  shirt  had  been replaced  by  an  emerald-green  cotton  tunic,  sleeveless  and delicately  embroidered  around  the  V-neck  and  hem  with  gold thread.  The  thin  material  clung  to  her  body.  A  body  he  knew intimately.  

Her nipples reacted to his gaze, hardening and peaking beneath the  confines  of  her  tunic.  He  inhaled  sharply,  willed  her  to  meet his gaze.  
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She  lifted  her  head  to  stare  through  him  as  though  he  was beneath her regard. Worthless. But she saluted Talmai. ―Captain.‖  

Talmai inclined his head. ―Sergeant.‖  

Some  form  of  wordless  communication  was  exchanged,  and Liliana  deigned  to  acknowledge  him.  ―Good  morning,  Joseph.  I trust you found your rooms comfortable? I‘ll inform the Empress you‘re  here.‖  She  turned  on  her  heel  without  waiting  for  a response.  

Her attitude left him in no doubt how she intended to cope with any  public  encounters.  He  was  bereft.  Truly  alone.  Whatever  the future  held  for  him,  she  would  not  feature  in  it.  The  realization strangled the last of his hopes,  chilling his skin and numbing his soul.  

Liliana sauntered to an entrance hung with a curtain comprised of  tiny  crystal  beads  strung  on  lengths  of  spun  silver  twine.  As beautiful and unusual as the curtain was, he could not appreciate it, not when his gaze was drawn to her loose trousers. The material was thin and gauzy, allowing tantalizing glimpses of her pale skin as she moved. And although thigh-length, both side seams of her tunic  were  split  to  the  waist.  As  she  pushed  aside  strands  of  the curtain to enter the courtyard garden, a breeze caught the hem of her tunic. It floated up, hung for a tantalizing moment, and then settled about her thighs.  

Heat  washed  his  face.  He  swallowed  a  groan.  The  realization that  she  wore  no  undergarments,  that  merely  a  gossamer-thin layer of cloth lay between her sex and his hungering gaze, was far more erotic than seeing her naked. It maddened him that she still had the power to affect him so profoundly. He must forget her and the  intimacy  they‘d  shared.  He  must  immerse  himself  in  his training and move forward. He jerked his gaze from her and fixed 
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it on a wall-hanging.  

When Talmai ushered him into the Empress‘s lair and stepped back,  Joseph  glanced  at  Liliana  and  saw  her  standing  stiffly,  feet slightly apart, hands behind her back. He mimicked her pose, even as he did his utmost not to think of her. And prayed no one would notice the tell-tale bulge in his trousers.   

A  diminutive,  raven-haired  woman  pushed  a  path  through the weeping branches of a tree. When she spotted Joseph, she gasped and rocked back on her heels, one hand pressed to her heart, her face  dominated  by  wide  shocked  eyes.  ―As  Innana  is  my  witness, you look exactly like him.‖  

He  straightened  from  his  instinctive  bow  and  forgot  himself enough to meet the Europan ruler‘s gaze. ―You‘ve met my father?‖  

Her face smoothed into shuttered impassivity. She held out her hands in greeting, palms down as was the custom in this land, and it  was  his  turn  to  school  his  expression.  Her  clothing  was scandalous,  comprising  little  more  than  a  gauzy  swathe  of  azure silk  draped  about  her  voluptuous  body.  From  the  sway  of  her bosom  as  she  moved,  Empress  Vashti,  too,  disdained undergarments. He stifled a groan and almost crossed his eyes in an effort not to stare. If this was an example of Europan women‘s fashion, he would have to find a way to live with it.  

Vashti  halted  inches  from  Joseph  and  paused,  her  full  lips curving into a knowing smile. When he didn‘t respond by formally kissing the backs of her hands, she reached up to cup his flushed cheeks.  ―Joseph  David  Godwin.  It  is  my  pleasure  to  finally  meet you in the flesh.‖  

He  blinked  down  at  her,  mesmerized  by  her  husky  voice,  the heady scent of her jasmine perfume, the lushness of her womanly curves.  Her  smile  was  lazily  suggestive,  her  heavy-lidded  gaze seeming  to  promise  heaven  on  earth.  His  scrotum  tightened  and his phallus twitched.  
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―Let us talk awhile.‖ She linked her arm in his, leading him to a chaise longue.  

Joseph‘s loins ached with wanting. Even as he fought her hold over him, his unwary flesh firmed still more. His skin itched and burned until he wanted to rip off his clothes and bare himself. He craved  the  cool  touch  of  her  hands  on  his  heated  skin.  She,  and only she, could soothe him. He wanted to sink his shaft into her, lose himself in her body. If she would let him—  

His brain was telling his body there was no ―if.‖ There was only when. Visions of her lying spread-eagled and naked beneath him, open  and  inviting,  swirled  through  his  mind.  He  refused  to  so much  as  blink,  willing  the  erotic  enticements  to  disperse, recognizing at some level that he was not himself, not in control. Still  the  visions  battered  him,  seeking  entrance,  seeking  to dominate and overwhelm.  

He would not give in. He would not.  

―Are you a Scentinel, too?‖ he managed to ask as he gasped for breath. That would certainly explain his reactions to her.  

Her  gaze  drifted  to  his  groin  and  the  front  of  his  trousers, tented  by  his  erection.  She  laughed  as  she  drew  him  down  to  sit beside  her.  ―A  female  version  of  you.  Now  wouldn‘t  that  be interesting? But to answer your question, I am merely a woman.‖ 

Empress Vashti was no mere woman. She was quintessentially female, absolutely aware of her power over men. And she reveled in it. Little wonder Anglians denounced her and all she stood for. She personified Eve, the ultimate temptress, and Joseph had little doubt  that  the  men  of  Anglia  would  fall  over  themselves  to succumb, all the while despising her for their own weakness.  

He  squeezed  his  thighs  together  and  recalled  his  father‘s  face, twisted with disgust and hatred of what Joseph had become. Ice-
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cold  memories  damped  the  heat  in  his  groin  and  cleared  the sensual  haze  from  his  brain.  His  shaft  finally  surrendered  to  his will,  softening  to  lie  quiescent  against  his  thigh  once  more.  The itchiness  of  his  overly-sensitive  skin  subsided  to  a  manageable level.  He  sagged  against  the  cushions,  blotted  his  brow  with  the back of his hand, and blew out a gusty, relieved sigh.  

Vashti  leaned  forward,  beckoning  Talmai  to  her  side.  ―He  has excellent  control.  If  he  succeeds,  then  you  will  see  to  it  that  all future candidates are tested thusly.‖ Talmai bowed and withdrew to lurk in the shadows thrown by the foliage. 

Joseph pushed up from the chaise. ―What did you do to me?‖  

Vashti quirked one perfectly plucked eyebrow.  

―You drugged me. The water. It was in the water.‖  

―Both fair of countenance and intelligent,‖ the Empress said. ―A lethal  combination.  He  will  make  a  fine  Scentinel.  Do  you  not think so, Liliana?‖ 

He half rose from his seat to confront this new threat. He saw both knowledge and defiance in Liliana‘s eyes. She‘d known of the drug and its purpose. She had used him and discarded him, stood by  and  watched  while  he  was  drugged  and  shamed.  How  many other  hapless  young  men  with  Scentinel  potential  had  she  rutted with and seduced to Vashti‘s cause? She was Europan through and through.  And  he‘d  been  a  naïve  fool.  ―Tell  me  what  was  in  the water.‖ 

―An  aphrodisiac.  You‘ve  thrown  off  the  effects  in  record  time. Bravo, Joseph. You‘ve done well. I was correct in my assessment of your strength of character.‖  

Her  eyes  were  sunken  soulless  hollows  in  her  pale  face.  He thought he saw a spark of emotion in her gaze. A flash of misery? Or  perhaps  he  was  mistaken,  as  he  had  been  about  so  many things. 
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He turned back to examine Vashti. The Empress‘s straight hair hung almost to her ankles. With her golden-hued complexion and thickly  lashed  slanted  eyes,  she  was  a  striking  woman,  even beneath the expertly applied powder  and paint. But now that his mind  was  clear,  he  could  see  fine  lines  webbing  her  eyes  and bracketing  her  mouth.  She  was  aging  well,  but  not  even  clever cosmetic application could disguise that she was no longer in the flush  of  youth.  He  would  hazard  a  guess  she  was  the  type  of woman  who  would  do  everything  in  her  power  to  stave  off  the process for as long as possible.  

―What  happens  now  I‘ve  passed  your  little  test?‖  he  rasped, disdaining  to  address  her  formally  and  indifferent  to  the consequences. She could have his head. Execution might even be a mercy.  

Vashti ignored him. ―So eager, is he not?‖ She nodded to Talmai and Liliana. ―You know where to take him.‖ Without further ado, she rose gracefully from her seat and made her way to the garden, dismissing him like some nonentity.  

Her  mien  struck  Joseph  as  faintly  bored,  as  though  she‘d  had high hopes of entertainment. Apparently he‘d failed to engage her interest,  because  he  had  never  been  so  thoroughly  ignored.  He vacillated  between  outrage  and  relief.  Relief  won.  Vashti  was  a dangerous enigma, and he‘d rather be left to the tender mercies of Talmai and Liliana.  

Or  so  he  thought  until  he  glimpsed  their  faces.  Their  closed, deliberately blank expressions forced him to realize that no mercy would be shown him. 




Chapter Fifteen 

 

Joseph  followed  Liliana  and  Talmai  down  a  steep,  winding staircase  into  the  bowels  of  the  palace.  He  was  flanked  by  two guards  who  had  fallen  in  behind  him  the  instant  he  left  Vashti‘s lair.  The  Empress  was  taking  every  care  to  ensure  he  did  not escape her clutches. 

They  led  him  to  an  enormous,  opulently  decorated  suite.  The walls  were  covered  with  padded  fabric  panels  and  the  floor  was thickly  carpeted.  Although  pleasantly  warm  and  well-lit,  there were no windows, nor any natural light. An enormous four-poster bed,  its  maroon  coverlet  strewn  with  cushions,  dominated  the space. He swallowed, his mouth desert-dry as the ramifications of his choice were made clear.  

From a room leading off to the left, a naked woman appeared. Her  thick,  blue-black  hair  rippled  down  her  shoulders  and  back, long  enough  to  caress  her  rear  as  she  moved.  She  was uncommonly  beautiful,  but  it  was  not  her  beauty  that  caught  his attention.  Her  groin  was  completely  hairless.  Seeing  the  plump, pouting lips of her sex so carelessly displayed, his first instinct was to divest himself of his tunic and insist she cover herself. Much to his  private  mortification,  his  second  was  to  bite  his  tongue  and enjoy the view.  

She  greeted  Talmai  and  Liliana  gravely.  ―Captain,  Sergeant.‖ When  she  turned  her  attention  to  Joseph,  her  gaze  was  openly appraising. ―I should thank the Goddess this one likes women. He would be wasted on men.‖ 

Joseph frowned, not understanding her comment.  
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She  swayed  toward  him,  arms  outstretched  and  palms  down. ―Welcome, Joseph. My name is Ophira.‖ 

He took her hands and kissed them, taking refuge in formality and hoping his face proclaimed neither his embarrassment nor his increasing  sexual  awareness  of  this  young  woman.  A  residual effect of the drug, or merely desire? He didn‘t know. He wished he didn‘t care. It would be easier. 

She  smiled  at  him,  revealing  dimples  in  both  cheeks,  and  the moment  he  released  her  hands  she  moved  closer,  entwining  her arms  about  his  neck.  With  her  naked  body  pressed  against  his, Joseph  fought to  maintain  his  composure.  He  held  himself  rigid, willing  his  body  not  to  react  to  her  closeness.  He  would  not  lose control again. At least, not while others watched. 

―When do you want us to return?‖ Liliana asked. 

Ophira  disentangled  her  arms  and  drew  back  from  him.  She raked  his  body  with  her  gaze,  and  despite  being  fully  clothed,  he felt as vulnerable as if he stood naked before her.  ―Give me three hours.‖ 

Liliana stilled. ―Are you certain?‖ 

Talmai nudged her arm. ―Ophira knows what she‘s about. She‘ll ring  the  bell-pull  if  she  needs  assistance,  and  the  guards  are experienced enough to handle this situation. Come, let us leave her to her work.‖ 

Liliana‘s  lips  compressed  into  a  tight  line.  ―Very  well.  Three hours.‖ She turned on her heel and strode from the room. 

Joseph  had  no  time  to  wonder  what  had  been  left  unsaid,  for Ophira grasped his hand and tugged him toward the vast bed.  

He‘d  grown  accustomed  to  Liliana‘s  presence  in  his  life.  At  a purely intellectual level he understood that while she was near, she nullified  his  scent  and  saved  him  from  what  would  occur  if  he encountered  a  woman.  He  still  remembered  the  shame  of 
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watching his mother and his sister yearn for him. He would never forget  the  horror  of  witnessing  one  woman  murder  another  in order to possess him.  

He  also  recalled  his  apprehension,  swiftly  replaced  by  a  secret pleasure,  while  the  girls  from  the  brothel  sought  to  please  him. Despite  all,  he  did  not  comprehend  the  degree  to  which  Liliana had  protected  him  thus  far.  Aside  from  one  ghastly  experience before she‘d rescued him, he‘d not had any real reason to fear. So when he was left alone with Ophira, it did not occur to him to be worried.  He  believed  that  now,  with  some  experience  of  sexual matters, he would be able to control the encounter.  

Ophira pushed him backward onto the bed. She leaned to kiss him.  Her  lips  tasted  of  ripe  peaches.  Joseph  held  himself  away, hands  clenched  by  his  sides,  refusing  the  temptation  of  her swaying breasts and rose-colored nipples.  

She sighed breathily into the corner of his mouth. ―Relax.‖ Her tongue probed his, darting in and out of his mouth as her hands crept beneath his tunic.  

She swept her palms over his chest, down his stomach, tracing his taut abdominal muscles. Abruptly she shoved his tunic up and leaned  in  close  to  lap  his  nipples.  ―Take  off  your  tunic  and sandals,‖ she murmured.  

Soft-spoken or no, it was an order. Ophira sat back on her heels. The lips of her sex glistened, openly proclaiming her arousal.  

He gazed at what she offered. The aching need in his heart that had  always  infected  his  intimate  encounters  with  Liliana  was absent. His emotions were not engaged. He would not fall prey to them,  thank  the  Spirit  for  small  mercies.  He  could  get  through this. He would get through this. As Liliana had finally drilled into his brain, it was only sex. ―And if I refuse?‖  

―I will call for the guards to strip you.‖  
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He  complied  without  further  demur,  unbuckling  his  sandals and  throwing  them  aside,  pulling  the  tunic  over  his  head  and tossing it onto the carpet. He watched her watching him. 

―Lovely,‖ she purred. The tip of her tongue wet her lips and her warm  brown  eyes  darkened  to  almost  black.  ―Now  lie  back.‖  She bent  toward  him,  pulling  at  the  drawstring  of  his  pants  with  her teeth as her hands ran up the sides of his thighs. She tugged down his trousers, leaving him completely naked. She straddled him and rubbed her moist cleft over his erection, positioning herself to take him inside her. She held herself poised, waiting.  

Despite  his  resolve,  Joseph‘s  body  responded,  his  testicles tightening,  his  phallus  jutting  out,  growing  harder  beneath  her avid  gaze.  One  thrust,  and  he  would  have  her.  One  surge  of  his hips….  

He closed his eyes, but all he saw was himself grasping Liliana‘s hips and impaling her, seating himself to the balls and using her until  he  reached  his  peak  and  emptied  his  seed  into  her.  And Ophira was not Liliana.  

At  least,  where  Liliana  was  concerned,  Joseph  could  forgive himself. He could justify his behavior, his lack of control, his sin, because  he‘d  imagined  himself  in  love  with  her.  He‘d  been  an innocent succumbing to the wiles of an experienced woman with a hidden agenda.  

But  this?  He  could  not  slough  off  all  he‘d  been  brought  up  to believe the instant a woman willingly parted her legs for him. One-and-twenty years of Anglian conditioning he could not shrug off so easily. Not yet.  

Soft  hands  grasped  his  face,  their  touch  abruptly  shifting  him from the past to here and now. ―Joseph. Open your eyes. Look at me.‖  

He did so, blinking and pressing himself into the mattress as he 
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physically recoiled from the fierce hunger in her gaze.  

―Take  me,  Joseph.  You  know  you  want  to.‖  She  reached between her legs to grasp the root of his shaft, encircling his flesh with her fingers and squeezing.  

―Ahhh!‖  His  mind  reeled.  He  shook  his  head,  despairing, wondering how long he could last before he gave in. ―No.‖  

She  moaned,  and  the  agonized  sound  roiled  in  his  gut.  Her hand  tightened  around  him,  squeezing  rhythmically.  She  leaned over him. Her long hair swept his belly, its ticklish caressing of his skin yet another torture to bear.  

―Put your cock inside me.‖  

He gritted his teeth to prevent from thrusting himself into her hand. ―No.‖  

She bent forward and her tongue darted out, swirling over the head  of  his  phallus.  She  nibbled  down  his  shaft  and  then  licked him from root to tip. He tensed, suppressing a groan. He clenched his  buttocks  and,  through  sheer  will  alone,  lay  still.  He  couldn‘t fight  his  erection,  but  in  this  he would  prevail.  If  Ophira  wanted him,  she  would  have  to  take  him.  Damned  if  he  would  make  the first move.  

She rose from his body and sat back on her  heels, pinning  his shins  beneath  her  rear.  Her  breath  came  in  harsh  panting  gasps, her breasts heaving as she sucked in air. A shaking hand crawled towards  her  mouth.  She  licked  her  forefinger,  slowly  inserted  it between her lips and then suckled it. She drew it out of her mouth, trailed  it  down  her  breast  to  circle  her  nipple,  skimmed  it  down her softly rounded belly. And lower. She parted the lips of her sex and stroked her finger through her folds. Her body jerked and she gave  a  soft  cry.  ―Fuck  me.‖  A  desperate  plea.  Fine  perspiration polished her skin.  

―No.‖ He wondered why she did not simply press herself down upon him and take her pleasure. What game was this?  
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―Please?‖ Tears spilled down her cheeks.  

Divine  Spirit  help  him,  he  was  only  human.  He  wanted  to  say yes. His answer came in a strangled, barely comprehensible gasp. ―No.‖  

She screamed and threw herself backward, away from him. She lay  on  the  mattress,  legs  spread,  uncaring  that  he  watched, oblivious  to  anything  but  her  own  needs  and  desires.  The  door opened.  Joseph  tore  his  gaze  from  Ophira  in  time  to  see  a  guard poke his head inside, focus on the spectacle of the woman writhing on the bed, withdraw and close the door again.  

Ophira‘s shrieks grew hoarse. Joseph scrambled up the bed and huddled against the wall, clasping his knees to his chest. He could not look away. Something about her compelled him to watch. To know. To understand.  

She  thrashed  about  on  the  mattress,  her  beautiful  face  made ugly  by  agonizing  need.  Her  hands  squeezed  her  breasts.  She raked  her  nails  across  her  flesh,  marring  her  delicate  skin  with reddened welts. Her hands moved down her stomach to her groin and began their task.  

The fingers of one hand pinched and flicked a nub of engorged flesh between her legs. Two fingers of her other hand thrust deep into  her  sex,  worked  in  and  out,  became  coated  with  her  sexual fluids. Her hips drove up in time with  each  thrust of her fingers. Her eyes glazed, unseeing, aware of nothing but her body‘s desires. Her back arched, buttocks clenching as she dug her heels into the mattress. Her fingers stilled as she poised there, every muscle taut and shivering, the only sound her desperate indrawn gasps. With a tortured  wail  she  released  the  breath  she‘d  been  holding  and collapsed  bonelessly  onto  the  mattress,  hands  out-flung  by  her sides.  
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Joseph leapt from the bed and ran to the door, hoping he might overpower  the  guards  outside  and  escape  this  Hell.  He  tried  the door  handle  but  it  was  bolted  from  the  outside.  His  shoulders sagged. He turned back to Ophira.  

She‘d rolled onto her side to watch him. ―You can‘t escape.‖  

―I  know.‖  His  phallus  was  still  semi-erect.  It  wouldn‘t  take much  to  arouse  him  fully  again.  He  wanted  her  and  she  knew  it. Rather than disgust, he felt only a vague sadness for her situation and his own. He climbed back onto the bed. ―Are you all right?‖  

―No.‖  The  word  was  a  hoarse  rasp.  She  curled  into  a  ball  and then slowly stretched out her limbs. Her legs moved restlessly.  

―Whatever is wrong with you?‖  

She  blotted  the  tears  from  her  cheeks  with  the  heels  of  her hands.  ―There‘s  nothing  wrong  with me.  It‘s  you—what  you  are, what you do to me.‖  

―Me?‖  

―It‘s  building  again,  my  desire  for  you.  I‘m  strong,  but  I  can‘t fight it for long. Eventually I have to give in. If you won‘t couple with me, I‘ll have to relieve myself in any way I can.‖  

Sickening  realization  burgeoned  in  his  guts.  He  swallowed convulsively. ―How long?‖  

―Until I have to do it again? Not long. Perhaps fifteen minutes respite,  longer  if  I‘m  really  stubborn.‖  She  laughed.  ―I‘m  an  old hand at this, and that‘s why I am able to last so long.‖  

Horror overwhelmed him, so powerful it displaced any residual pleasure  he  might  have  taken  from  watching  a  beautiful  woman succumb to the needs of the flesh. ―You mean, you‘re going to do, uh, what you did, again and again?‖  

She half closed her eyes and drew in a shuddering breath. ―Yes. Unless you decide to strangle me and put me out of my misery.‖  

He recoiled from her almost hopeful tone. ―Not an option.‖  
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She favored him with a sunny smile that didn‘t reach her eyes. ―I am relieved to hear it.‖  

A  frisson  shuddered  down  his  spine.  When  Ophira  had screamed, the guards had opened the door to verify with their own eyes  that  he  was  doing  her  no  harm.  The  stark  reality  of  her vulnerability  appalled  him.  He  would  never  deliberately  injure  a woman  when  he  coupled  with  her—never.  But  he  was  forced  to conclude  that  others  must  have  been  driven  to  such  acts,  and perhaps  such  a  thing  had  happened  to  Ophira  in  the  past.  He could ask, but it was too awful to contemplate.  

―To  answer  your  question,‖  she  said,  ―I‘ll  continue  to masturbate myself to orgasm until my three hours are up and I‘m relieved.  It  matters  not  whether  I‘m  too  sore  and  hurting.  Your scent compels me.‖  

It  took  a  moment  for  him  to  comprehend  her  meaning.  He‘d never  thought  about  how  female  genitals  were  formed  before.  A woman‘s  private  parts  were  but  a  tender  receptacle  for  a  man‘s, and  after  three  hours  of  intercourse,  Ophira  would  be  sore.  Nay, more  than  that,  she  would  be  rubbed  raw.  And  her  condition would be his fault.  

―And if I do  couple with you, will it ease you? Will it lengthen the time between?‖ The words were ripped from him, each syllable a  great  weight  tugging  his  resolve,  pitting  his  moral  upbringing against  her  physical  wellbeing.  In  that  moment,  he  knew  he  was damned.  

―Ease  me?  No,  not  as you  may  hope.  Once  I  orgasm,  the  need immediately  starts  to  build  again.  Though  I  do  anticipate  your taking far longer to pleasure me than I do myself. It is why I would far  prefer  your  cock  to  my  fingers.‖  Her  teasing  laughter  did nothing to soothe him.  

―Sweet Spirit!‖  
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She  tilted  her  head  to  one  side,  gauging  the  vehemence  of  his reaction.  And  she  smiled,  genuinely  this  time.  ―Do  not  look  so horrified, Joseph. It is hardly flattering. Of course I do not expect you  to  do  all  the  work.  Even  if  you  do  couple  with  me  multiple times,  you  won‘t  be  physically  capable  of  rising  to  the  occasion over and over again for the duration of my shift.‖  

If  Ophira  were  a  true  example  of  the  frank  nature  of  Europan women,  Joseph  thought  he‘d  best  learn  to  cope  swiftly  with  that frankness. Given the subject matter of their conversation, he could scarcely believe her philosophical tone or the coquettish look she cast at him when she continued.  

―Scentinel  or  not,  no  man—however  accomplished  a  lover— could perform such a feat. Though I‘ve heard one or another Court lady claim she would willingly sacrifice her ability to walk on the morrow to prove otherwise. Phaugh, they know not what they say. Such delicate creatures would not be able to rise from their beds after such a marathon. Do you not think this to be true, Joseph?‖  

―Er,  I  couldn‘t  really  say,  Ophira.  I‘ve  not  encountered  any  of your Court ladies.‖  

―Be  forewarned,  my  Joseph.  They‘ll  take  one  look  at  you  and you‘ll never have a moment‘s peace.‖  

―Don‘t be ridiculous.‖  

She giggled. ―Such an innocent. But in the meantime, if you‘re determined to resist my charms and things become desperate, you can dampen your lust in the bath.‖ She sniffed and rolled her eyes. ―Though a cold bath does nothing to dampen my own desires, or I would order the tub filled with ice this very minute. All it serves is to increase my chances of taking a chill. It is not at all fair.‖  

He stared at her, then flopped on the cushions to contemplate the intricate designs painted upon the ceiling. ―If that is supposed to be your idea of humor, it falls flat. I have no wish to hurt you, Ophira.‖  
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She levered herself up onto her elbows, her expression earnest, all  trace  of  lightheartedness  banished.  ―Listen  to  me  carefully, Joseph. I need you to understand that whatever you do, or refuse to do, it will hurt me. Because of what you are, my desire for you hurts  me.  And  until  my  time  with  you  is  over  and  I  am  relieved, there is but one way for you to cease hurting me. Unfortunately for us both, it is far too early in the process for it to be otherwise.‖  

He winced, recoiling from her words. ―How do I stop it?‖  

―Learn to control your scent.‖  

Easier said than done. ―How?‖  

She shrugged. ―No one knows exactly.‖  

He stared at her, crushed by her unintended cruelty.  

She  must  have  comprehended  his  distress,  for  she  tried  to lessen the blow. ―I‘m told control is primarily a case of strength of will. The man must want to suppress his scent. With every fiber of his  being,  he  must  desire  it,  will  it.  Every  man  is  different,  of course,  but  if  he  wills  it,  the  mind  can  dominate  the  body  and prevail. You strike me as an exceptionally strong-willed man. I‘ve never had a Scentinel resist coupling with me like you did. Usually they‘re  all  too  willing  to  have  me…at  least  until  the  novelty  palls and they comprehend their predicament.‖  

She  crawled  up  the  mattress  to  grab  a  pillow  and  shoved  it beneath  her  head  before  stretching  full  length  on  the  bed.  He noticed  that  she  periodically  tensed  and  released  her  muscles, working  slowly  down  her  body  from  shoulders  to  stomach  to thighs and finishing with her fingers and toes.  

Something she‘d said struck him anew. He frowned, squeezing his  eyelids  shut  in  an  effort  to  recall  it.  ―You  mentioned  a  three-hour shift, and being relieved.‖  

Ophira ceased her exercises and sat up. She captured his gaze, 
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her  own  soft  with  regret.  ―When  my  time  is  up,  another  woman will be locked in here with you.‖  

―And then?‖ But he knew the answer.  

―Another. You will have no opportunity to rest or sleep. They‘ll allow  you  to  eat—there‘s  food  and  drink  in  the  dining  area—but they  will  keep  bringing  women  to  you  until—‖  She  dropped  her gaze, turning away from him.  

Joseph grasped her chin in his hand. She trembled at his touch but  resisted  meeting  his  gaze.  ―Look  at  me,  Ophira.  Tell  me. Please.‖  

She stared at the ceiling rather than him. ―They‘ll keep sending women to you until either you learn to control your effect upon us or they decide you‘ll never learn.‖  

He fought to hide his growing fear. ―And what if I never learn?‖  

―You‘ll be incarcerated with the others who failed.‖ She met his gaze and held it, staring intently at him as though gauging whether or not he had the strength of mind to handle the truth. Evidently he passed her test, for she said, ―Those who are suitable, are given a life of luxury and everything they could ever need in return for servicing  such  nobles  who  might  desire  them.  And  those  whose minds  are  irretrievably  damaged  by  their  experiences  are incarcerated  in  pleasant  surroundings  and  cared  for  until  they die.‖  

He  passed  his  hand  over  his  face,  fighting  not  to  give  in  to despair. ―I‘d best learn control. And quickly.‖  

She  lay  back  on  the  cushions  and  clenched  her  fists,  pressing them  to  her  stomach.  ―Yes.‖  She  groaned,  then  gritted  her  teeth. ―Quickly.‖ She breathed slowly and deeply for a few moments until she‘d composed herself. She managed a wry laugh. ―Do not look so worried. You will be one of the successful ones. I know it.‖  

He wished he had as much faith in himself as she did. 
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Wishes.  Hah.  Such  childlike  sentiments  had  gotten  him betrayed,  used  and  imprisoned.  He‘d  wished  for  Liliana  to  love him. Instead, knowing full well what was in store for him, she had given him over to this hellish fate.  

So be it. His father might have disowned  him, but he was still his father‘s son. Lord Godwin‘s ruthless resolve and determination to  prevail  ran  in  his  veins.  Joseph  Godwin  would  prove  himself worthy  of  his  name.  He  would  become  the  man—the  Scentinel— that the Empress wanted him to be. Moreover, he would do  it in record time and be the envy of all those  afflicted with this curse. And every time Liliana laid eyes on him, she would know that the blame for what he had become could be laid at her feet. He hoped the knowledge choked the traitorous bitch.  

The scent of Ophira‘s arousal tainted the air as he prayed for the strength to face the ordeal ahead.  




Chapter Sixteen 

 

Liliana  hung  back  in  the  shadows  of  the  barracks  as  Joseph strode  past  to  answer  Talmai‘s  summons.  Ribald  laughter  grated her  ears,  and  her  gaze  flicked  to  the  cluster  of  young  men  in  the doorway.  

―Is that him?‖ one of them asked.  

―Yep. Two weeks. Two fucking weeks. He‘s a legend.‖  

―Lucky bastard. I was stuck in that damn suite for months. My cock  was  so  raw  by  the  time  the  girls  stopped  jumping  me,  I thought  it‘d  never  rise  again.  Couldn‘t  look  at  a  woman  without wincing for a month.‖  

―Bet  you  never  dreamed  there  could  be  such  a  thing  as  too much fucking, hey?‖  

They were untried—yet to be trusted on a mission—and whether they were true agent material had yet to be proven. One word from her could disperse them. She could set them to whatever onerous task took her fancy. Digging a new privy would better occupy their minds  than  idle  gossip.  She  discounted  the  idea  the  moment  it formed.  They  would  soon  be  undergoing  another  round  of rigorous physical training as well as examinations designed to test their knowledge of the known world. They‘d earned time to dawdle and  take  their  ease.  Besides,  they  spoke  the  truth,  and  their camaraderie  was  positive.  She  hoped  many  more  new  recruits could  joke  about  what  was,  for  most  of  them,  a  traumatic initiation.  

She  watched  Joseph  pause  at  the  door  to  Talmai‘s  quarters  to straighten his sleeveless cotton tunic and brush down his trousers. He  rapped  on  the  door.  ―Enter,‖  she  heard  Talmai  call,  and  then Joseph disappeared from her view. If not from her thoughts.  
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In the months since Joseph had emerged from the bowels of the palace a full-fledged Scentinel, he‘d proven himself time and time again.  His  swift  rise  through  the  ranks  reflected  both  his  talents and his dedication. He was a man to be reckoned with, a man with no weaknesses—or none that anyone had discovered. He was self-contained,    devoted    to    the    Europan    cause,    brutally uncompromising  and  utterly  ruthless.  He  had  no  use  for  women other than to relieve his reputedly prodigious sexual needs. Even Talmai, always slow to praise, had declared Joseph a man after his own heart.  

On  his  first  solo  mission,  Joseph  had  cleared  out  a  nest  of religious  fanatics.  Their  attempts  to  sway  the  local  populace  to their  cause  had  wrought  havoc  and,  even  more  worrying,  gained supporters.  Joseph  had  infiltrated  their  ranks,  convinced  their leader  of  his  trustworthiness,  then  murdered  him  and  cleverly placed  the  blame  at  another‘s  feet.  As  soon  as  the  men  went  to ground  to  await  orders  from  their  Anglian masters,  he  efficiently butchered the entire cell.  

The  fanatics  were  a  plague  that  was  spreading  throughout  the Europan  populace.  If  only  all  other  regions  infected  by  the  so-called  Children  of  the  Divine  Spirit  could  be  so  effectively cauterized. 

She chewed her lip, mired in the despair of knowing that even now she could be so profoundly  affected by Joseph‘s presence. It didn‘t  help  her  state  of  mind—or  her  heart—that  he  was  still  the most  beautiful  man  she‘d  ever  seen.  He‘d  honed  his  body  and worked out daily to maintain his superb physical conditioning. He was  highly  intelligent  and  could  be  incredibly  charming  when  he chose. He‘d cut such a devastating swathe through the women of 
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the Imperial Court that Vashti had been on the verge of accusing him of illegally employing Scentinel wiles. But her suspicions had proven  groundless  when,  even  in  Liliana‘s  nullifying  presence, even  when  she‘d  been  instructed  to  hang  off  his  arm,  he‘d  been mobbed  by  a  bevy  of  eager  women.  He‘d  had  no  need  to  use  his scent.  One  crook  of  his  little  finger  sent  women  scampering  to  is bed.  

He had become the epitome of the Scentinel breed. But rather than  celebrate  his  success,  she  mourned  the  innocent  he‘d  once been and the man she‘d loved.  

Loving Joseph. How foolish she‘d been. She was over him now. Or  so  she  told  herself.  And  she  tried  to  ignore  the  fact  that  the merest  glimpse  of  him  provoked  a  deeply  buried  longing  for  his touch and stabbed her heart anew.  

She  shuddered  and  rubbed  her  bare  arms,  knowing  that  what she‘d  dreaded  had  come  to  pass.  Talmai  had  summoned  her  to undertake  a  joint  mission  with  Joseph.  She  prayed  for  Innana  to give her the strength to retain control of her emotions.   

She  knocked  on  the  door  and  entered.  She  strode  to  Talmai‘s scarred  wooden  desk  and  smartly  saluted  him,  waiting  until  he acknowledged her before taking a seat. Joseph, she ignored to the best of her abilities.  

Talmai tugged on the ends of his moustache, seemingly deep in thought.  Liliana  wasn‘t  fooled.  He  was  observing  her  with  his usual narrow-eyed intensity. ―I have a mission that requires both of  your  formidable  talents.  I  presume  you  can  bury  the  past  and work together?‖ 

―Yes, sir,‖ Joseph said.  

When she did not immediately echo Joseph‘s response, Talmai raised his eyebrows.  

The  silence  became  ominous,  provoking  her  to  a  tactless response. ―I‘m  surprised  you  deem  it  necessary  to  ask,  Captain,‖ she said.  
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The  instant  the  words  left  her  mouth,  she  bore  the  weight  of Joseph‘s  penetrating  stare  and  wished  she‘d  held  her  tongue. Although she had a reputation among her peers for being able to shrivel  a  man‘s  stones  with  a  glance,  she  felt  her  cheeks  heating beneath his gaze. She bit down on her tongue, resisting the desire to apologize for her flippant comment.  

―What  do  you  know  of  the  Children  of  the  Divine  Spirit?‖ Talmai asked her, and she was grateful for the excuse to focus on the business at hand.  

―The  Diviners  are  religious  fanatics,‖  she  said.  ―Believe  all women to be conceived in sin and therefore impure. Females are temptresses,  the  root  of  all  mankind‘s  problems.  Preach subjugation of women, want to control them, regulate every aspect of  their  existence—similar  philosophy  to  the  Anglian  clerics,  but more rabidly enforced.‖  

Joseph snorted. ―At least the Anglians don‘t insist on face veils.‖  

She cut him a look. ―Yet.‖  

Talmai  steepled  his  fingers.  ―The  Diviners  first  came  to  our attention  five  years  ago,  around  the  same  time  the  Anglians realized that banning imports of Europan goods was a lost cause.‖  

―Interesting,‖ Joseph said.  

Talmai leaned back in his chair and motioned him to continue.  

―Despite the Anglian Council‘s apathy for Europans as a people, your  luxury  goods  were  always  in  demand  on  the  black  market.‖ Joseph  snorted.  ―Even  our  most  pious  folk  have  been  known  to compromise  their  lofty  ideals  for  a  chance  to  possess  your  fine silks  and  satins.  Public  perception  is  that  the  Council  bowed  to increasing  pressure  from  its  more  powerful supporters  and  lifted the  trade  embargo  in  favor  of  imposing  huge  tariffs  on  Europan 
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imports. Even so, for the past five years the  resultant brisk trade between Evensong Settlement and Saint Augustine Port has been mutually  beneficial  to  both  countries—enough  that  the  factions who  lobby  against  it  are  ignored.  Obviously  the  Council  had  an ulterior motive for opening up trade. The timing fits.‖  

―Yes,‖  Talmai  said.  ―It  does.  Trade  bans  made  it  far  more difficult for Anglian agents to infiltrate our ranks. We now believe the  Diviners  were  the  underlying  reason  the  embargo  was  lifted. They are the Anglian Council‘s main weapon to convert heathenish Europans to their beliefs. Much to our dismay, they are enjoying a measure  of  success.  We‘re  not  without  our  own  resources, however.  Placing  our  people  among  the  Saint  Augustine  Port population has allowed us to come and go in relative safety. We‘ve around a hundred agents there at present.‖  

Liliana blinked. So many? She voiced a long-held hunch. ―And how many agents do you have in Joseph‘s hometown?‖  

Talmai didn‘t insult her by prevaricating. ―A dozen only. Darien Godwin‘s  not-so-benevolent  dictatorship  has  made  infiltrating Silverton  extremely  perilous.  Those  agents  we  do  have  are  deep undercover. Some have lived there for decades and even married local women.‖  

She speared her fingers through her hair to ease the pull on her scalp  from  her  tightly braided  queue.  ―Why  wasn‘t  I  told  of this? The right information at the right time might have made Joseph‘s extraction a damn sight easier. The place is a seething morass for the unwary to negotiate, especially a female.‖  

―Especially  a  female  with  an  inflated  opinion  of  her  abilities,‖ she heard Joseph mutter.  

She clenched her jaw to control her fury, refusing to rise to his baiting as she kept her gaze on Talmai‘s face. ―Why was I forced to handle  Joseph‘s  extraction  alone  if  you  already  had  agents  in place?‖  
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―Aside from our unwillingness to risk our few Silverton agents-‖ Talmai held up a hand, preempting her protest. ―I know that you would have taken all care possible, Liliana, but even you can‘t deny that  contacting  an  agent  in  such  a  situation  is  extremely  risky. Vashti insisted that only you and I were aware of her intention to snatch Joseph.‖  

He didn‘t elaborate, and she knew better than to ask why. And then it didn‘t matter because realization smacked her so hard she flinched.  Vashti  had  wanted  Joseph‘s  extraction  kept  a  secret because even then she‘d known she was going to use him to bring down his father.  

Talmai‘s  gaze  burned  into  hers,  cautioning  her  to  silence.  He didn‘t have to verbally confirm that she was correct. She knew it in the depths of her soul. ―Who‘s the agent in Godwin‘s residence?‖ she  asked,  keeping  her  tone  casual.  There  had  to  be  one. Otherwise, Vashti would never have known of Joseph‘s existence.  

Talmai didn‘t even blink. Goddess, he was good.  

―Very astute, Liliana,‖ he said. ―And I‘m not at liberty to say.‖  

She  bridled,  throwing  back  her  shoulders,  sitting  straighter  in her chair. She glanced at Joseph, debating the wisdom of further airing  her  soiled  laundry  in  public.  But  hurt  had  her  tilting  her chin  and  allowed  the  words  to  spew  from  her  mouth.  ―Am  I  so untrustworthy?‖  

If  so,  how  could  she  possibly  ask  him  the  truth  about  her father?  He  would  refuse  to  answer,  or  worse,  lie  to  spare  her feelings. Her stomach roiled.  

Talmai‘s  expression  blanked.  ―Your  lapse  of  judgment  has  not lost you my respect.‖  

He knew.  

She  slumped  in  her  chair,  defeated.  Lapse  of  judgment.  Hah. 
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What  a  pretty  way  of  couching  such  a  disaster.  She  had  loved Joseph and shared her body with him, gifted him a little piece of her soul. She‘d known she couldn‘t keep him, so she‘d turned him loose,  made  it  easy  for  him.  And  he‘d  embraced  Scentinel  ways, flourished.  Was  that  not  punishment  enough  for  her  lapse?  Was she  now  to  be  diminished  in  Talmai‘s  eyes,  unworthy  to  be  a soldier under his command?  

She‘d worked hard to earn the respect of Talmai‘s men so they would treat her as one of their own. She didn‘t believe she  could bear to lose not only her status as a Scentinel agent, but everything she‘d  worked  so  hard  for.  To  be  reduced  to  breeding  potential Nulls  until  her  womb  dried  up?  She‘d  slit  her  wrists  before embracing  such  a  fate.  Unshed  tears  burned.  She  blinked  them back. She would not cry.  

―The  identity  of  the  Europan  agent  in  Godwin‘s  residence  is dangerous to know, Liliana.‖ She was so caught up in her attempts to control her emotions that she barely registered Talmai‘s peace offering.  ―This  person  lives  with  the  possibility  of  discovery  on  a daily basis. Only Vashti knows who it is. Now, where was I?‖  

―The Diviners,‖ Joseph said, sounding so bored and unaffected by Liliana‘s outburst that she wanted to punch his pretty face. And punish  him  by  fucking  him  till  he  begged  for  mercy  before  she rejected him. Again.  

―The  cult  continues  to  gain  popularity  in  the  poorer  regions.‖ Talmai  grunted,  not  bothering  to  hide  his  disgust.  ―Our  ill-educated masses appear eager to embrace a regime that intends to take away the very rights and freedoms we have all fought so hard for.  History  has  frequently  proven  the  rural  dwellers  to  be  more gullible than  those  with  access  to  the  towns  and  cities.  Have  you not found it to be so in Anglia, Joseph?‖  

He  shrugged.  ―In  my  opinion,  the  situation  in  Anglia  is markedly  different.  Our  clerics  found  it  difficult  to  impose  their religious strictures upon the poor. Away from watchful eyes, most rural  dwellers  adhere  to  their  own  codes.  They  pay  lip-service  to the  clerics  but  go  about  their  lives  as  they  please.  The  educated nobility and those who seek to better themselves, however, strive to  obey  and  never  dare  question  for  fear  of  public  censure  from their peers. The great majority of so-called educated Anglians are lazy,  weak-minded  fools  who  willingly  give  religious  fanatics  the power  and  the  means  to  rule  them.  I‘ve  come  to  the  conclusion that  in  Anglia,  the  poor  and  ill-educated  are  the  stronger-willed and more courageous.‖  
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Talmai  tugged  on  his  moustache  and  mused  on  this,  leaving Liliana  to  speak  into  the  silence. ―Interesting,‖  she  said.  ―Do  you believe that Europa‘s lower classes have the right of it?‖  

Joseph  whacked  his  fist  on  the  desk,  skating  a  paperweight across the polished wooden surface. ―No. They are dupes taken in by silver-tongued preachers.‖  

She jumped, her heart thumping in her chest, body thrumming with awareness of him. She laced her fingers together and held her hands in her lap to prevent herself from reaching for him, running her hand down the bare skin of his arm to make contact with him, to  soothe  him—and  herself.  Instead  she  leaned  back  in  her  chair and assumed an amused expression that she knew would irk him. ―Do go on.‖  

―Your poor are being seduced by promises of equality, ‗All men are  equal  under  the  sight  of  the  Divine  Spirit‘  and  such  glib nonsense,‖  he  said.  ―Any  who  fully  comprehend  Anglia‘s  class structure know that for the lie it is. There will always be men who grasp  power  and  weave  the  fabric  of  society  to  strengthen  their rule,  and  the  Diviners  are  no  different.  What  your  people  do  not comprehend is that under this so-called enlightened regime, even 
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if all men might be considered equal, women would be treated as mere  chattels,  used  as  their  men  saw  fit.  And,  men  being  men, even so-called enlightened Europan males will very quickly come to appreciate that circumstance. And embrace it.‖  

Liliana  applauded  this  speech,  but  she  could  not  allow  his telling  phraseology  to  go  unremarked.  ―Your  poor. Your  people. Have  you  not  yet  embraced  your  adopted  people?  Do  you  not consider yourself one of us?‖ She dropped her gaze to the cross he wore  on  a  chain  around  his  neck.  Goddess  only  knew  why  he‘d commissioned a jeweler to make him a symbol of the very religion he claimed to eschew. Despite his denunciation of Anglian society, if he were forced to choose, where did his loyalties truly lie?  

He didn‘t take her bait. Worse, he turned it around on her. He toyed  with  the  cross,  stroking  it  with  his  fingers.  Then  he  trailed his hand down his chest, over his stomach, until finally, he rested it  on  his  thigh.  And  when  she  blinked  and  realized  she  had  been following the progress of that hand and lifted her gaze to his face, it  was  to  witness  his  knowing  smile.  Blast  him.  He  still  affected her, still had the power to make her want him. And he knew it.  

―I am as loyal to the Europan cause as you, Liliana.‖  

Goddess. What a provocative, loaded statement. Could he read her  innermost  thoughts  and  know  how  much  she  wanted  to  run and keep on running? How much she wanted to eschew everything that she was, everything that was expected of her, to live a normal life? A husband, children, coin enough to be comfortable. Was that too much to ask?  

―I‘m  glad  to  hear  that,  Joseph,‖  Talmai  said.  ―I  would  hate  to think that you‘ve been playing us for dupes.‖  

His answering laugh was chilling. ―I owe a debt of gratitude to Europa, for this fair country has accepted me with open arms and made me what I am today. If you don‘t like what I have become, you have only yourselves to blame.‖  
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The two men locked gazes. 

The  tension  in  the  air  prickled  Liliana‘s  skin,  and  she  rubbed her arms, her gesture drawing both men‘s attention.  

Talmai‘s  gaze  was  hooded,  his  expression  as  unfathomable  as she  had  ever  witnessed  it.  Foreboding  rippled  over  her,  and  she suppressed a shiver. Her Captain was about to demand of Joseph perhaps more than he was prepared to give for the cause. She was powerless  to  prevent  it,  yet  mesmerized  by  the  tableau  unfolding before  her.  Once  Talmai  posed  the  question,  Joseph‘s  life  would irrevocably  be  altered.  She  dreaded  Talmai‘s  forthcoming  words but wanted them out in the open, made real so she could begin to deal with their aftermath.  

―And what say you, Joseph Godwin,‖ Talmai said, ―if I give you the opportunity to destroy the driving force behind the Diviners?‖  

―I welcome the opportunity, Captain.‖  

―Even  if  that  man  is  Lord  Darien  Jeremiah  Godwin,  Council Leader of Anglia?‖  

At mention of his father‘s name, Joseph went completely still, a statue  frozen  in  time  but  for  his  burning  gaze.  A  pause,  mere seconds only, before he gave his answer. ―Even then.‖  

Liliana could almost hate Talmai for his callous use of the man she  had  rescued,  the  man  she  had  grown  to  love  and  then betrayed. Except that she knew who was truly pulling the strings. It  was  Vashti  who  demanded  this,  just  as  Vashti  had  demanded Joseph‘s  extraction  in  the  first  place.  And  upon  Vashti‘s  self-serving soul would weigh the consequences.  

She  passed  the  next  few  hours  in  less-than-calm  anticipation while  Talmai  discussed  the  mission  objectives,  related  which resources  were  available  to  them,  and  demanded  their  input. Every possible worst-case scenario was voiced and countered with 
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a  plan  of  action.  Talmai  was  a  details  man,  a  trait  she  usually appreciated.  But  in  this  instance  she  only  wanted  the  meeting over.  

She  needed  Joseph  gone,  so  that  she  could  speak  to  Talmai alone.  There  were  words  that  must  be  said.  Audacious  words. Words  which,  once  uttered,  could  destroy  her  career  and  her relationship  with  the  man  she  considered  her  mentor.  But  if Liliana  had learned  anything in  the  palace  kitchens  where  she‘d spent her early years, it was the value of patience. A watched pot never boiled. And if you turned up the heat, it would only boil over the instant you turned your back. That lesson did not fail her now. She  responded  as  expected,  stated  her  opinions  as  expected,  and waited for the men to finish.  

Joseph rose to his feet. ―If that is all, Captain?‖  

―That is all. You are dismissed.‖  

He saluted Talmai, but to Liliana‘s surprise, paused by her chair and  stood  staring  down  at  her  with  a  strange  expression  in  his eyes. ―Until we meet at Evensong, be safe, Liliana. Do not take any unnecessary risks.‖  

She took the words at face value and frowned. ―I do not make a habit of acting without due thought and consideration.‖  

―Really.‖  

By  the  time  she  could  muster  a  suitable  retort  that  wouldn‘t immediately earn her Talmai‘s disapproval, he‘d gone.  

She  waited  for  the  door  to  click  closed  and  then  faced  the Scentinel  Captain.  It  was  time  to  confront  him  with  what  she‘d long suspected. If she was wrong—  

She  wasn‘t  wrong.  She  had  always  believed  herself  a  bastard child,  unwanted  by  her  father,  abandoned  by  her  mother.  That belief  had  shaped  her,  colored  her  choices,  and  set  her  on  her current path. Now she had the chance to learn the truth. It might change everything. She knew that. But she had to know. 
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―I require a drink,‖ Talmai said. ―And given the dire expression on  your  face,  I  think  I  will  make  it  a  strong  one.‖  He  opened  a drawer and pulled out a dusty bottle of the finest brandy Europa had  to  offer.  He  swiveled  in  his  chair  to  grab  a  couple  of  mugs from a cupboard and brandished them at her. ―Join me.‖  

She recognized an order when she heard one.  

He yanked out the cork, poured a generous slug of brandy into each mug, and handed one to her. ―Health.‖ He clinked her mug with his and took a swig.  

―Wealth.‖  She  repeated  the  actions,  enduring  the  fiery  trail  of liquor burning her throat, knowing that as soon as it hit her belly, it would warm her and linger there, a comfort she would welcome.  

―And heart‘s desire,‖ they both chanted, draining their mugs in perfectly choreographed synchronization.  

―You still love him,‖ Talmai said.  

She bit back a dismayed groan and deflected his accusation with the first thing that popped into her head. ―Both of you are difficult men to love.‖ She was watching him intently, and so she glimpsed the  fear  skate  across  his  normally  impassive  face.  Swiftly suppressed, but not swiftly enough.  

―How long have you known?‖ He poured another drink.  

―Known?  About  five  seconds.‖  She  didn‘t  bother  to  hide  her triumphant  grin  when  he  choked  on  his  mouthful  of  brandy. ―Suspected? Shortly after I began training with your Scentinels.‖  

He  lounged  back  in  his  chair,  surveying  her  with  a  somewhat rueful eye. ―Clever girl. Tell me, was I that obvious?‖  

―Only  to  me.‖  She  toyed  with  her  mug.  ―You  treated  me differently than the other recruits.‖  

He snorted. ―And did it not cross your mind that had everything to do with you being a female with a unique gift, and nothing at all 
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to do with being my daughter?‖  

She  shrugged,  dropping  her  gaze  to  concentrate  on  the unremarkable  glazing  decorating  her  mug.  ―At  first,  I  hated  you because  you  were  so  hard  on  me.  I  thought  you  didn‘t  want  a female  in  the  ranks  and  that  your  intent  was  to  make  my  life  so difficult  I  would  concede  defeat.  But  then  I  began  to  notice  the expression  in  your  eyes  when  I  did  well,  when  I  surpassed  what you‘d  taught  me.  You  never  showed  that  expression  when  the others achieved the same degree of competency.‖  

She  twirled  the  mug  in  her  palms,  contemplating  its  empty depths. ―I didn‘t know what it meant for a some time, only that I would  do  anything,  push  myself  to  the limit and  beyond,  to  earn that  look.  I  finally  understood  its  significance  when  I  watched  a boy showing off to his father. He had just learned how to jump his pony  and  his  father  looked  fit  to  burst  with  pride.‖  She  held  out her  mug,  waggling  it  until  Talmai  poured  her  another  slug  of brandy.  

She  took  a  bolstering  sip  of  alcohol,  waiting  till  its  fire  hit  her belly before continuing. ―The seeds had been sown, and I began to wonder. But I never had the courage to ask until now.‖  

He  swirled  the  dregs  of  his  drink  in  his  mug.  ―Perhaps ignorance would have served you better.‖  

―Perhaps. And since we are being honest, will you tell me of my mother?‖  

A slight hesitation. ―She died birthing you.‖  

She brushed non-existent lint from her clothing. ―Oh. I thought as much. It was too much to hope she might still be alive.‖  

―Yes.‖  

―What was she called?‖  

The  shadow  of  some  emotion  she  could  not  identify  darkened his eyes. The pain of loss, perhaps. For Liliana, the loss was easier to  bear  because  her  mother  had  only  ever  existed  as  a  nebulous presence in her mind. Talmai had known her intimately, loved her. She imagined her death would have affected him profoundly.  
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―Her name was Silvia. She was an itinerant—a gypsy. When she died, all I took away with me was you. I‘m sorry, Liliana. I didn‘t think to retrieve a keepsake. All I could think about was you.‖ His eyes pleaded for understanding.  

And  she  did  understand.  ―It  is  of  no  consequence,‖  she  lied, relieved to see him relax. ―Knowing that I have you is more than enough.‖  

―Do not ever presume our relationship to mean I will go easy on you.‖  

She gifted him a saucy grin. ―Of course not.‖  

―And if you ever call me ‗Father‘ in public I‘ll—‖  

―Have me incarcerated in the deepest darkest cell you can find? I would expect nothing else.‖  

―This must remain a secret, Liliana. No one can know the truth. If Vashti ever suspected—‖  

She couldn‘t suppress a shudder. ―Perish the thought. Doubtless you‘re already aware she‘s pressuring me to bear a child. Thus far, I  have  managed  to  avoid  a  direct  confrontation,  but  I  would  not willingly  grant  her  the  means  to  apply  any  more  pressure  upon me.‖  

He  nodded,  his  expression  settling  into  harsh  lines  of  resolve. ―She would not hesitate to threaten you with some so-called risk to me,  or  my  position,  if  she  imagined  it  would  encourage  you  to capitulate to her wishes. For the same reason, I dare not presume to  ‗advise‘  her  on  the  delicate  matter  of  your  potential  progeny. The  moment  she  suspects  we  are  more  than  merely  captain  and subordinate, we risk her interference. What will you do?‖  

―I do not know.‖ She heaved a sigh. ―I‘ll think of something.‖  
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―I  have  every  faith  in  you,  my  daughter.‖  His  smile  enveloped her in its warmth.  

A secret once told could nevermore be a secret, no matter how determined, how resolute the parties  involved. But she could not regret the circumstances.  

This  meeting  had  gone  well  so  far.  Dare  she  risk  this  tenuous newborn  connection  with  her  only  living  family?  Fearful anticipation zinged through her veins. ―I would ask something else of you, if I may.‖  

―You may ask.‖  

―And  I  would  have  you  answer  me  truthfully,  speaking  as  my father,  not  my  captain.‖  There,  she  had  laid  down  the  challenge. Would  he  fob  her  off  or  trust  her?  Worse,  would  he  perhaps  see deep  into  her  soul  and  then  forevermore  consider  her  lacking? Would he look at her differently, see something less than she was? Instead of a capable agent, would he see a weak woman who pined for a man?  

He surveyed her. ―That depends upon the question.‖ A response typical of Talmai the Captain.  

But she desperately needed him to assume the mantle of father right  now.  Her  breath  hissed  out  from  between  clenched  teeth. ―Tell me everything you know about Joseph.‖  

**** 

Liliana strode from Talmai‘s office, her face a careful blank, her mind  in  shocked  disarray. That  Vashti  planned  for  Darien Godwin‘s  demise  at  his  son‘s  hand  had  been  horrific,  but  hardly surprising. The Empress was a ruthless woman. She wouldn‘t care a  jot  how  it  might  affect  Joseph.  She  would  only  delight  in  the exquisite  irony  of  using  the  son  reviled  as  evil  incarnate  to  bring down the god-fearing father.  

But  the  extent  of  her  machinations  appalled  Liliana.  How Vashti must have gloated when Joseph showed signs of ripening, and  she  realized  her  scheme  had  succeeded  beyond  her  wildest dreams.  To  use  human  beings  in  such  a  way….    Unforgivable.  If the Anglian Hell existed, she hoped Vashti would burn in it for all eternity.  
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She  ached  to  tell  Joseph  the  truth,  but  she  worried  that  if  he eschewed the Europan cause, he would get himself killed.  

Outwardly calm, Liliana acknowledged those she should as she passed  them  by.  She  went  about  her  business,  and  no  one suspected that she was counting the hours till nightfall when she could nurse her disgust in private.  

Alone and unobserved at last, she finished the bottle of brandy she‘d taken from Talmai and collapsed on her bed. In an alcohol-fueled  haze,  she  fantasized storming  into  the  Empress‘s 

apartments  and  confronting  her.  How  marvelous  it  would  feel  to wrap  her  hands  about  Vashti‘s  throat  and  choke  the  traitorous bitch to death. Slowly, to inflict maximum suffering. Regardless of the  torturous  death  she‘d  endure  for  the  crime  of  regicide,  by Inanna‘s battle-helm it would be worth it.  

She would be doing the world a favor.  




Chapter Seventeen 

 

Liliana  clenched  her  fists,  glaring  at  the  man  she‘d  kicked  off the  bed  to  the  floor.  ―What  is  wrong  with  you,  Joseph?  Exactly what kind of woman do you think I am?‖  

Her skin prickled and her stomach gave a leisurely roll of sexual awareness as she watched him pick himself up from the floor and dust off his smallclothes. ―The kind who will tumble into my arms and spread your thighs and enjoy every minute of my attentions,‖ he said. ―What other kind would you be? It is only sex, Liliana, two bodies  taking  pleasure  from  each  other.  Nothing  important.  You taught me that.‖ 

She winced, the anguish of losing him and shame of betraying him still fresh in her mind.  

―We are meant to be Thomas and Beccalyn,‖ he said. ―Husband and wife. Practically newlyweds. It‘s been a week since we arrived in  Silverton  and  I  see  no  further  reason  to  lie  beside  you,  night after night, pretending to be a saint. And if you are honest, you will admit that you want to fuck me as much as I want to fuck you.‖  

During the journey to Silverton, Joseph had made it quite clear what  he  thought  of  her.  He‘d  snapped  commands  at  her.  He‘d belittled  and  berated  her  publicly,  treating  her  with  barely concealed  contempt.  She‘d  held  her  tongue  thus  far—it  was  not unusual  for  Anglian  men  to  treat  their  women  like  dim-witted servants. But for him now to expect her to spread her legs for him? Hah. She‘d soon show him the error of his ways.  

She  gave  him  wide,  thoughtful  eyes  as  though  she  were seriously  considering  his  words.  She  softened  her  stiff,  outraged stance,  smiled  tremulously,  and  waited  until  smug  male satisfaction curved his lips. Excellent. She had him right where she wanted him. ―There is always the floor,‖ she said.  
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He  glared  at  her.  ―I  will  not  lie  on  the  floor  like  a  dog  when there is an adequate bed in this hovel.‖  

―And  I  will  not  let  you  use  me  to  scratch  your  itch  like  a  dog uses a bitch in heat.‖  

He  leaned  against  a  wall  of  the  cramped  space  that  served  as their bedroom and surveyed her, arms folded across his chest. His bare chest. She dragged her gaze away and focused to the right of his ear where a damp stain darkened the white-washed wall.  

―Talmai should have sent someone else with me,‖ he muttered, raking a hand through his hair.  

―Someone more willing to play whore for you, you mean?‖  

Something  dark  and  ugly  flashed  in  his  eyes.  He  didn‘t  move, but  menace  blanketed  the  room.  ―We  are  in  Anglia  now.  And Anglian laws say my wife is mine to do with as I will. I could push you  back  on  that  bed,  hold  you  down,  and  fuck  you  until  you screamed for mercy, and no one would come to your aid. No one would stop me.‖  

She  clenched  her  fists  to  prevent  herself  from  trembling.  She couldn‘t  let  him  see  how  terrified  she  was  that  he  would  do  just that. Because she would love every minute of it. And she couldn‘t let him have that sort of power over her. Her breast tingled where he‘d caressed her. She ignored the memory of sighing and pressing herself into his hand before she‘d fully awoken and realized what was happening. She schooled her voice to viciousness, hoping the tone and the words would throw him off the scent. ―Salacia drown this wretched mission, and you along with it. I will do you bodily harm if you lay another hand on me.‖  

―You  can  try.  But  I  don‘t  believe  you‘ll  put  your  heart  into  it, 
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Liliana. Not for a minute.‖  

He  knew  her  too  well.  He‘d  seen  what  she‘d  tried  so  hard  to hide  during  the  journey  to  his  hometown.  He  knew  she  still desired  him.  She  could  not  let  him  know  how  she  truly  felt.  She should  refuse  him.  Or  she  could  prove  him  right—have  sex  with him and continue on each day as if it meant nothing to her.  

―I want you, Liliana. And I know you want me. Let me show you everything  I‘ve  learned  since  our  last  encounter.  Where‘s  the harm?‖  

Where’s the harm? Goddess, how ironic. The last time she‘d let him  seduce  her,  and  pretended  it  meant  nothing,  it  had  almost broken her. Her mind screamed at her to refuse. Her body had no such  desire  for  self-preservation.  She  wavered,  fighting  the insidious  attraction  he‘d  always  held  for  her.  She  knew  he  would only persist with his attentions and wear down her resistance, and she  was  honest  enough  to  know  that  he  would  prevail.  She couldn‘t concentrate fully on the mission with him distracting her, enticing  her,  inciting  her  lust  with  every  accidental  brush  of  his hand,  every  glimpse  of  him  as  he  tipped  the  ewer  over  his  head and sluiced the grime from a day in the fields off his body. Better to give up her hopes of retaining a degree of control, a modicum of self-respect, and take what she wanted. Or rather, what she could get—namely  his  body.  She  would  never  possess  that  part  of  him she secretly desired.  

So in a haze of anticipation and need, she rose from the bed and went to him. She leaned into him, letting the heat of his bare torso warm her chilled limbs. She stood on tiptoe to press a kiss against the side of his mouth, then fastened her lips over his, pouring her want into him.  

He  grasped  her  arms  and  held  her  away  from  him.  ―Say  it, Liliana.‖  
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His voice was hoarse, and his fingers dug into her skin. He was not as unaffected as he pretended. Good. She hoped it would hurt him, too—even the tiniest bit—when she turned her back on him at this  mission‘s  end.  ―Damn  you  to  your  Anglian  Hell,  Joseph Godwin,‖ she whispered. ―I want you to fuck me till I scream for mercy.‖  

―That  can  most  definitely  be  arranged.‖  He  released  her  arms, and she wound them about his neck, pressing herself against him. She  needed  to  get  close  to  him.  She  needed  his  warmth  to  help thaw  the  frozen  core  of  despair  lurking  in  her  soul.  She  needed him.  

Through the thin cotton of her nightdress, the muscled planes of his chest chafed her nipples. She whimpered. He hooked an arm about her back and bent her backward so that he could press hot kisses  down  the  column  of  her  neck.  She  gasped  as  his  lips fastened  over  her  nipple.  He  suckled  her,  drawing  her  cotton-covered breast into his mouth, working her nipple with tongue and teeth,  pleasuring  and  punishing,  soothing  and  inciting,  until  her breath came in pants and her body bowed. The desire-slicked flesh between her legs pulsed. When her hips bucked against his thigh, demanding more, he raised his head and switched his attention to her other breast.  

She rode a wave of pure sensation. She sighed when he picked her  up,  wrapping  her  thighs  about  his  waist  as  he  carried  her  to the  bed.  She  uttered  a  tiny  mew,  unable  to  suppress  the anticipation  thrumming  through  her  body,  when  he  tipped  her onto the lumpy mattress. He knelt astride her calves, imprisoning her,  and  she  gasped  a  half-hearted  protest  when  he  rent  her nightgown from neck to hem, baring her to his gaze. But when he didn‘t strip off his smallclothes and lay waste to her willing flesh, her  good  sense  reasserted  itself.  She  lay  in  a  sprawl  of  quivering 
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limbs, watching him and wondering.  

His  erection  tented  his  pants.  He  wanted  her,  no  doubt  about that. So what game was this? Did he mean to make her beg for his services?  If  he  demanded  it  of  her,  she  would  swallow  her  pride and beg for his cock again. But first, she would play a small game of her own. She would have some small satisfaction to comfort her while  she  pretended  to  act  as  any  red-blooded  Europan  woman would do in these circumstances.  

Her calves were trapped beneath his knees. No matter. She ran her hands down her breasts, her belly, lower, until she dipped her fingers between her slick wet folds. In the dim light provided by a tiny window, she saw his nostrils flair as though he‘d scented her arousal. She half-shuttered her eyes, peeking out from beneath her lashes  at  him,  gauging  his  reactions.  It  was  titillating,  pleasuring herself  while  he  watched,  feeling  the  fluttering  of  her  inner muscles responding as she stroked herself.  

Finally, frustrated by her inability to analyze his expressionless face,  she  let  her  eyelids  drift  closed.  She  shut  him  out  to concentrate  on  her  own  gratification,  the  burgeoning  warmth  of the  climax  that  was  building,  the  strumming  of  her  fingertips across the tiny nub of flesh that experienced lovers knew just how to stimulate to—  

Her  eyelids  flew  open  as  the  pressure  on  her  lower  legs vanished. She tensed and he held her still, his fingers gripping her inner thighs as he spread her wide and knelt between her legs. He captured her gaze as he lowered his head to her groin and nudged her  fingers  aside  with  a  long,  slow  swipe  of  his  tongue.  She shuddered  and  he  licked  her  again  and  again,  sucking  her, savoring her like a delectably sweet treat. His beard gently tickled and  scraped  her  folds,  his  tongue  soothed  the  sensitized  flesh. Only  when  helpless  sounds  escaped  her  lips  and  she  writhed  did he release his grip on her thighs.  
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She expelled a shaky sigh of relief as the strain on her muscles eased  before  he  hooked  her  legs  over  his  shoulders.  His  gaze seemed to dare her to protest. Sweet Innana, why ever would she?  

He  parted  her  folds  with  his  fingers  and  suckled  the  now swollen  nub  until  her  back  arched  and  her  vision  hazed.  She  felt his  fingers  at  her  entrance,  pushing  slowly  inside  her, withdrawing,  pushing  in  again,  slowly,  so  slowly,  while  he continued to suckle her.  

She  heard  herself  whimpering,  begging  him  for  more.  He  said nothing.  He  pumped  his  fingers  in  and  out  of  her  sheath  as  he suckled  with  relentless  zeal.  Her  climax  took  her,  wracking  her body  with  uncontrollable  spasms,  her  thigh  muscles  clenching about his shoulders.  

But he did not allow her respite. He pushed her thighs from his shoulders and pressed them toward her chest, opening her fully to him,  rendering  her  helpless.  Then  he  positioned  his  cock  at  her entrance  and  thrust,  seating  himself  to  the  balls.  And  when  she screamed, it was not for mercy. It was to beg him to thrust deeper, harder.  

He  took  her  at  her  word,  hammering  his  cock  into  her, mercilessly driving her toward orgasm again. This was what she‘d wanted, what she‘d craved. She could see from the blindly intent expression  on  his  face  that  this  was  what  he‘d  wanted,  too.  She met him thrust for thrust, uncaring of his fingers bruising her legs as  he  fought  to  control  her.  She  clenched  around  his  cock  and shrieked his name as she climaxed. With one last twist of his hips and  a  powerful  thrust,  his  seed  spurted  into  her  womb.  He collapsed atop her, burying his face in the crook of her shoulder.  

Her  racing  heart  slowed  and  her  breathing  evened.  Fatigue— physical and mental—dragged her down. She barely roused as he 


Scent of a Man

rolled off her and yanked up the blankets before drawing her into his  arms.  And  her  last  thought  as  she  snuggled  into  his  warmth and  let  sleep  capture  her  was  that he’d  won  the  game,  not  she. Because  she‘d  begged  and  screamed  his  name,  but  he  had  not uttered a word.  

**** 

The  sun  peeked  over  the  horizon,  painting  the  gloom  with tentative  pink  and  gold-tinted  tentacles  of  light.  Liliana  did  not pause  to  appreciate  the  dawn  of  a  new  day.  What  would  be  the point?  So  far  as  the  town  of  Silverton  was  concerned,  she  was  a servant named Beccalyn. She didn‘t have to act as though she was constantly tired and downtrodden from her labors because it was the truth. For Becca and ―Thomas,‖ it would be another tediously long, hard day of work, no matter how prettily it began. Anglians were far more demanding of their servants than Europans. She‘d never been forced to work so hard when she‘d been a kitchen maid at the Imperial Palace.  

Two  weeks  had  passed  since  Joseph  had  spirited  away  one  of the  housemaids,  giving  Liliana  the  opportunity  to  apply  for  her position. How exactly he might have achieved that feat she did not know. Nor did she feel inclined to ask. He was ruthless enough to murder  the  girl  if  leaving  her  alive  might  pose  an  unacceptable risk. Better not to know. Better not to face up to the man she had helped him become.  

She wondered if he, too, ached from the unaccustomed manual labor.  She  would  have  preferred  to  get  in,  kill  Lord  Godwin,  and get  out,  but  she  understood  that  discrediting  the  man  first  was essential. They could not risk making him a martyr to the Anglian cause. Beccalyn and Thomas would likely face many more days of drudgery before they could return to Europan shores.  

―Have a good day, Thomas,‖ she said to Joseph.  

[image: ]

―Aye. You, too, Becca.‖ Joseph tweaked the brim of his hat over his eyes and strode away.  

She  watched  him  stroll  down  the  lane  toward  the  farm  where he‘d hired on as a laborer. She scowled at his rapidly diminishing silhouette.  ―I  suppose  you  are  still  under  the  illusion  you‘re irresistible.  Arrogant  bastard.‖  She  kicked  at  a  stone,  watching  it skitter over the ground, wishing it were Joseph‘s sculpted rear that she was kicking.  

Even  in  his  field  laborer‘s  guise  he  was  a  man  that  women noticed.  Despite  the  ugly  bristly  beard  he‘d  grown,  a  few  more seconds  of  his  lips  upon  hers  and  she  might  have  succumbed— would have succumbed. And she would have been lamentably late for work and in a great deal of trouble. Thankfully, she‘d come to her senses in time. Thankfully, he‘d let her. 

Her  skin  was  overly  sensitized,  prickling  at  the  memory  of  his touch. The dampness between her thighs reminded her of how his cock had felt inside her. Her nipples ached from the attentions of his tongue and teeth and mouth. What she needed right now was distraction. She needed to immerse herself in physical activity so that she would cease fretting over how, every single night, she gave in to her desires and let Joseph fuck her senseless. She couldn‘t get enough  of  him.  She‘d  believed  herself  experienced  in  matters  of the flesh, but he made her feel like a green girl, only just learning the ways of men and women.  

She trudged up the path to Godwin Manor, all the while roundly cursing  whoever  had  designed  her  uniform.  Godwin‘s  humorless housekeeper  had  issued  her  one  scratchy  black  dress  with  long sleeves, grey cuffs, and a matching grey detachable collar starched to within an inch of its sorry existence. And lest she be tempted to downplay  the  hideousness  of  the  matching  gray  mobcap  and apron,  there  was  always  the  humiliating  memory  of  Joseph‘s 
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reaction.  He‘d  taken  one  look  at  her  and  fallen  about  their  tiny cottage in fits of laughter.  

―I‘d  forgotten  how  completely  unattractive  the  servants‘ uniforms  are,‖  he  offered  when  he  finally  composed  himself. Wretched man.  

Tucking  a  stray  curl  beneath  her  cap,  she  pushed  open  the heavy  door  to  the  kitchen‘s  rear  entrance.  As  usual,  Cook  was  at the  center  of  ordered  chaos,  shouting  instructions  and  berating those who might be slacking.  

Liliana  wrinkled  her  nose  at  the  myriad  aromas  wafting  about the busy kitchen. ―Morning, Cook.‖  

―Mornin‘,  Becca.‖  The  stout  woman  blotted  perspiration  from her face with a cloth and gave a harried smile. ―Help yourself to a cuppa if you‘ve got time. You know where everything is.‖  

―Thank you, Cook.‖  

One of the footmen cum guards, a fellow named Sethur, entered the  kitchen  just  as  Liliana  was  taking  her  first  sip  of  tea.  She suspected he was the Europan agent Talmai had mentioned. It was the way he walked, his movements a little too obvious, his steps a little too noisy, as though he had schooled himself to compensate for  more  natural  tendencies.  She  got  the  impression  he  could move  silently  as  a  ghost  if  he  desired.  She  wondered  whether  he instinctively  knew  that  she,  too,  was  more  than  she  seemed.  He hadn‘t  ever  let  on.  Whatever  his  game,  he  gave  a  consummate performance.  

―Ah. Thought I‘d find you here, Becca,‖ he said. ―You‘ve no time for a cuppa this morning, lass. Herself‘s ordered the domestic staff to gather outside.  

―Herself‖  being  Mistress  Beri,  the  housekeeper—bane  of  the manor‘s servants.  

―Best hurry along now, all of you. You, too, Cook.‖  
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Cook  grumbled  and  fretted  about  leaving  her  domain unattended, but did as she was bid.  

―What‘s  happening,  Seth?‖  Liliana  whispered  as  she  followed him out the door.  

―Nothing good,‖ he said, his face giving nothing away.  

Liliana  joined  the  rows  of  servants,  lined  up  by rank,  outside the grand entranceway to Godwin Manor.  

Mistress  Beri  clapped  her  hands.  In  Europa,  the  housekeeper might have been considered a woman in her prime. Although she was likely between forty and fifty, her blonde hair showed no grey. Her  trim  figure  and  fair  complexion  would  have  marked  her  an attractive woman, were it not that she scraped her hair so tightly back  from  her  scalp  into  a  knot  at  her  nape  that  her  facial  skin seemed stretched over her bones. Perhaps the severe hairstyle also accounted  for  the  flared  nostrils  and  the  expression  of  pained disapproval. Or perhaps that was a marker of her sour disposition and had nothing to do with an aching scalp.  

―Lord  Godwin  wishes  to  address  you  regarding  a  very  serious matter,‖  she  announced.  ―You  will  all  wait  quietly  until  he appears.‖ 

At  last!  Liliana  shuffled  her  feet  and  fought  to  hide  the  thrill that surged through her. She was finally going to see the scourge of Europa, the man who‘d raised Joseph, in person.  

A  man  of  medium  height stalked  through  the  entrance  doors and stood on the steps, surveying his staff. His hair had a reddish-brown  cast.  His  features  were  too  sharp  and  pointed  to  be handsome. His eyes burned with a feral intelligence. He reminded Liliana  of  a  fox,  the  kind  of  sly,  clever  creature  that  would  have hounds chasing their own tails.  

He cleared his throat. ―Some of you might be aware that a girl went  missing  from  our  staff  two  weeks  ago.  Her  body  was 
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discovered this morning.‖  

Her stomach twisted. Joseph must have killed the girl, after all. She had so hoped—  

Hah.  She‘d  been  a  fool  to  believe  he  remembered  how  to  be merciful.  

Lord  Godwin‘s  thin  lips  curved  into  an  unpleasant  smile.  ―She was  found  in  a  shallow  grave  on  the  outskirts  of  the  estate.  The authorities believe she was beaten, raped, and strangled.‖  

Horror  rippled  through  the  staff.  The  girl  standing  next  to Liliana  wilted  and  whispered  in  a  shaking voice,  ―Talitha  was murdered? Sweet Spirit!‖  

To Liliana, carefully observing Godwin‘s face, it seemed that his smile grew more vicious in the face of his audience‘s distress. He jerked his chin at Beri as though giving her a cue.  

Beri  fished  a  kerchief  from  her  pocket.  She  pressed  it  to  her eyes. ―This is dreadful,‖ she said, making sure her voice was loud enough to carry. ―First Bashima and Janna, and now Talitha. It is obvious there is a murderer about.‖  

―I believe Mistress Beri has the right of it,‖ Lord Godwin said. ―I have  confined  my  daughters  to  their  rooms  for  their  own  safety. You  must  all  be  very  vigilant,  especially  at  night.  If  you  see strangers lurking, you must inform Mistress Beri immediately. We do not want to lose any more of you to this depraved killer.‖  

He looked them over like troublesome animals he‘d happily sell if  he  could  locate  a  careless  buyer,  or  just  as  happily  shoot  if  he could not. As his gaze passed over her, Liliana‘s skin crawled. She resisted the desire to rub her arms. A ruthless bastard, indeed. Not a man to underestimate.  

―You are dismissed.‖  

Her  brain  whirled,  analyzing  the  scant  details.  If  Joseph had killed  the  girl,  he  would  not  have  beaten  and  raped  her.  He preferred  the  swift  expedient  of  breaking  his  victim‘s  neck  to strangulation. And he was far too professional an agent to dispose of  Talitha‘s  body  where  she  might  be  discovered.  It  had  to  be Darien  Godwin.  The  brutality  of  the  murder  reeked  of  him.  But what could Godwin‘s motive possibly be?  
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This killing could not be Joseph‘s doing. Goddess, please let it not be his doing.  

She counted the hours until dusk, when she could confront him about the girl and read the truth in his eyes. She rubbed warmth back into her arms and hugged her middle. Part of her feared he would  lie  to  her  face,  feared  he‘d  become  the  ruthless,  amoral killer  Vashti  had  hoped  for  when  she  sent  Liliana  to  recruit  him. Another part of her, a cowardly, guilt-ridden part, hoped that if he chose  to  lie  to  her,  he  was  a  good  enough  actor  for  her  to  never know.  




Chapter Eighteen 

 

Abigail  dismissed  her  personal  maid  for  the  evening  and  shut her  door  in  the  guard‘s  face.  She  missed  Janna  dreadfully.  This new  girl  hired  to  take  Janna‘s  place  had  now  been  with  her  for more  than  a  year,  but  she  was  still  so  servile  she  made  Abigail‘s teeth ache.  

She  knelt  by  her  bed  to  whisper  a  quick  prayer  requesting forgiveness  for  her  uncharitable  thoughts,  and  then  ruined  the sentiment  by  muttering  another  prayer  for  the  Divine  Spirit  to strike Lord Godwin down.  

He  was  not  her  father  any  more.  He‘d  killed  any  feeling  she harbored for him. He was a fiend who deserved to rot in Hell.  

He‘d  had  Joseph  beaten  half  to  death.  She  still  remembered how  soul-sick  and  terrified  she  had  been  by  the  brutality  of  it. Joseph  could  not  help  what  he  was.  He‘d  not  chosen  to  be  a Scentinel. It was the Divine Spirit‘s will. And she had to believe he would  have  found  a  way  to  control  his  insidious  scent  and  live  a normal  life.  But  no  matter  what  her  brother  had  become,  if  he‘d lived she would still have loved him.  

Lord  Godwin  was  incapable  of  such  forgiveness.  He  blamed everyone  but  himself  for  his  misfortunes.  He  punished  everyone for  even  the  most  minor  transgressions,  but  never  admitted  his own.  He‘d  abused  his  wife,  reduced  her  to  a  wretched  shadow  of the  woman  Abigail  loved  so  dearly,  then  locked  her  away  like  a common criminal.  

He  was  to  blame  for  everything—poor  sweet  Janna‘s  death, Bashima‘s, and Talitha‘s too. She had no proof, of course, but she could see in his eyes the same dead, soulless expression each time he‘d  announced  a  new  death.  She  had  no  idea  why  Talitha  had been  murdered,  but  she  was  not  stupid.  She  knew  Lord  Godwin had a hand in it.  
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And now he‘d confined her and her sisters to their rooms, and set guards outside their doors for their own protection.  

Protection? Bah! They were prisoners. It wouldn‘t surprise 

her  in  the  least  if  they  were  shortly  routed  from  the  beautifully appointed  ground-floor  rooms  that  had  been  built  at  their mother‘s insistence, and confined to the attics.  

Abigail grabbed a pillow from her bed and threw it at the wall in a  fit  of  frustration.  Faith,  her  pious  oldest  sister,  was  stupid enough  to  believe  wild  tales  of  murder  and  mayhem,  and  be content with her father‘s claims he was taking steps to protect his precious family from harm. But Abigail was not such a gull.  

He was planning some horrible fate for his wife. And likely for his youngest daughter, too. Abigail felt it in her heart every time he looked at her across the vast expanse of the dining room table. She heard it in his voice whenever he deigned to speak to her.  

The  man  was  a  monster.  Such  a  monster  would  not  balk  at more  killings.  He‘d  happily  mastermind  murdering  a  wife  and daughter  who  witnessed  firsthand  what  Joseph  had  become.  It made  sense,  so  much  sense  that  she  could  barely  sleep  for  the nightmares.  

She had never been tempted to risk telling one of her sisters the truth  about  Joseph  and  her  suspicions  about  the  murders.  She‘d believed  it  was  too  dangerous  a  truth  to  know.  But  with  poor Talitha‘s brutal murder foremost in her mind, she knew she had to get word to someone.  

Her enforced confinement stifled her, and she could not settle. She paced the room, scrubbing her hands over her face, tugging at 
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her  hair.  She  glanced  out  the  window  as  she  passed  by  and glimpsed a flash of white. She halted, her curiosity piqued. It was one of the maids trudging down the back path, the blond woman with the pretty green eyes who‘d been hired to replace Talitha.  

This  one  was  different  from  the  normal  run  of  maidservants. Earlier  in  the  week,  when  Abigail  visited  the  library,  she‘d  heard this  woman  being  scolded  by  Mistress  Beri  for  not  properly dusting  the  top  shelf  of  books.  And  as  the  maid  left  the  room, Abigail had seen her dare to make a face at Mistress Beri‘s back.  

Maybe  she  could  convince  this  woman  to  spread  tales  about Lord  Godwin.  She  could  whisper  it  about  the  village  that  he  had murdered three girls and beaten his wife so severely she could not leave  her  rooms.  Chastisement  was  sanctioned,  but  deliberate beatings  over  many  months  might  not  be  so  easily  dismissed  by the  general  populace  as  it  had  been  by  Reverend  Abihu.  Abigail doubted  that  such  tales  would  provoke  anyone  to  confront  Lord Godwin  directly.  He  was  too  powerful  for  that.  But  if  anything happened  to  her  mother  or  herself,  maybe  people  would remember, and wonder. Maybe they would not take Lord Godwin at his word.  

It wasn‘t enough. It would never be enough. But Abigail had to do something, else she would go mad. Decision made, she grabbed a  chemise  from  her  bureau,  stood  by  the  window,  and  waved  it about like a mad thing, hoping to catch the maid‘s attention.  

Please look this way!  

The  woman  paused.  Her  head  tilted  toward  Abigail‘s  room. Then  she  crouched  to  pick  something  out  of  her  boot  before continuing her journey.  

Abigail turned away and flopped upon her bed, hugging a pillow to  her  breast.  Tears  stung  her  eyes.  She  hated  being  female.  If she‘d been born a man, she would be able to—  
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Gentle  taps  demanded  her  attention.  She  rolled  to  her  side  to check the window, hardly daring to hope. A scowling face met her gaze.  She  clapped  both  hands  over  her  mouth  and  squeezed  her eyelids  shut,  waited  until  her  heart  ceased  pounding  fit  to  burst, and then slowly opened her eyes. No, she was not dreaming. She eased herself off the bed and hurried over to the window.  

The  woman  raised  a  finger  to  her  lips  and  mimed  flipping  the window latch.  

Abigail wrestled with the only window in her room designed to open.  It  had  stiffened  from  disuse.  The  sash  screeched  as  she hauled  it  up.  Her  stomach  knotted.  She  felt  so  nauseated  she feared she might vomit. Instead, she clamped her lips tightly shut and uttered a silent prayer that the guard wouldn‘t burst into the room. There were guards on the grounds to fret over, too. If this woman was caught, she would be punished severely, and it would be Abigail‘s fault.  

Tucking  up  her  skirts,  the  maid  hoisted  herself  onto  the  ledge and  squeezed  through  the  narrow  gap.  For  one  tense,  breath-stealing moment, her hips became wedged, but after some frantic wiggling she was through.  

Abigail sagged with relief.  

―Thank the stars, Cook‘s attempts to fatten me up have failed,‖ the  maid  muttered,  closing  the  stiff  window  with  an  ease  that belied her fine-boned, delicate looks.  

She threw Abigail a disproving glance. ―Get into bed. And make sure you have a book you can pretend to be  reading in case your guard  checks  on  you.  I‘ll  stay  on  the  floor  by  the  bed,  where  I‘m less likely to be seen, and then we will talk.‖  

Abigail  didn‘t  realize  her  hands  were  shaking  until  she  drew back the coverlet. She retrieved a book of psalms and scooted over until she lay on the very edge of her mattress. Resting her hand on 
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her chin, she peered down at the woman.  

Bold green eyes regarded her without a speck of the deference a servant  would  show  her  mistress.  She  appeared  merely  curious, completely  without  fear  for  the  consequences.  And  her  tone  was that of a woman used to being obeyed.  

Abigail‘s belly roiled  with excitement. She  knew she was right. This woman was not a run-of-the-mill servant. She was not even a run-of-the-mill female! No proper Anglian woman would consider hiking  up  her  skirts  about  her  thighs  and  clambering  through  a window.  

―Well, speak up, girl,‖ the woman said. ―I haven‘t got all night. What‘s so important that you would risk my hide and yours?‖  

Her bossy, confident tone convinced Abigail she had nothing to lose.  She  released  all  her  pent-up  fears  in  a  torrent  of  whispered words. She told this woman everything she knew about her father. She  revealed  all  her  suspicions  about  the  murders  of  the  three girls. She broke down, sobbing and hiccupping and barely able to speak when she related how everyone believed Joseph had argued with  his  father,  then  ridden  off  and  never  been  seen  again.  And Divine Spirit be praised, this woman didn‘t recoil in disgust when Abigail  confessed  her  shameful  reaction  to  Joseph‘s transformation.  She  didn‘t  judge  or  denounce  or  preach platitudes. She merely listened.  

Afterward,  when  Abigail  had  answered  the  woman‘s  probing questions,  her  spirit  felt  far  lighter  than  it  ever  did  after Confession.  

―This changes everything,‖ the woman muttered.  

―May  I  ask  your  name?‖  Abigail  said,  unable  to  contain  her curiosity.  

―You may ask, but it would be best if I didn‘t tell you. It‘s safer for both of us. Trust me on this.‖  
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―What are we going to do?‖  

―We will do nothing. You will carry on as normal and not draw attention  to  yourself  with  rash  acts  such  waving  your undergarments  at  servants.  And  I  promise  that  I  will  do  my utmost to help you, your mother and your sisters.‖  

Abigail  felt  a  surge  of  desperate  hope  that  left  her  sagging weakly against her pillows. ―How?‖  

―You will have to trust me. Now try to get some sleep.‖  

Abigail  snorted  in  a  most  unladylike  fashion.  Somehow,  she didn‘t think this woman would admonish her or even care. ―As if I could sleep after such excitement.‖  

Her  visitor  said  nothing.  She  crawled  to  the  window  and crouched by it, watching.  

―What are you doing?‖  

―Watching for the guards patrolling the grounds so that I won‘t be caught when I leave. Now hush, and go to sleep.‖  

Abigail  closed  her  eyes.  Her  thoughts  drifted  to  her  brother, shame and guilt pressing down on her soul. If she hadn‘t reacted to him that fateful morning, if she‘d been strong enough to resist him,  clever  enough  to  pretend  he  had  not  affected  her,  Joseph might have stood a chance. Instead, like some weak-minded fool, she‘d  collapsed  on  his  bed  clasping  his  nightgown  to  her  bosom. She‘d sprawled there, inhaling the heady perfume permeating the garment and reveling in an exciting, wholly illicit pulsating in her loins she‘d never felt before.  

Lord Godwin had marched into the bedchamber and discovered Abigail  and  Janna  fighting  over  Joseph‘s  nightgown  in  a  lust-ridden  frenzy.  He  had  revealed  his  true  nature  that  day.  And Abigail‘s  safe,  ordered  world  had  changed  forever.  She  huddled beneath  the  coverlet,  remembering  how  sickened  she‘d  felt  when told  that  Janna  and  Bashima‘s  badly  beaten  bodies  had  been 
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discovered.  She  had  nightmares  for  weeks  afterward,  imagining herself suffering the same fate as those two unfortunate girls.  

She wished yet again that Bashima had come to her instead of running  in  a  panic  to  Lord  Godwin.  Perhaps  if  she  had,  Joseph might  have  had  some  small  chance  of  surviving  his transformation, and the girls might not have been sacrificed.  

She shifted in her bed, blinking at the silhouette of the woman who  was  staring  out  the  window  with  single-minded concentration.  She  yawned.  It  was  strangely  comforting  to  have the woman there. She wondered what Joseph would have made of her  bold  manner  and  brave  promises  of  assistance.  Despite  her worries  and  her  determination  to  see  the  woman  safely  from  her room, sleep took her.  

**** 

Joseph  paced  the  confines  of  the  tiny cottage.  Liliana  was beyond late. He knew he shouldn‘t be worried about her. She was a  capable  woman.  But  his  mind  persisted  in  conjuring  visions  of her  bloodied,  beaten  body  lying  in  a  shallow  grave  like  the  girl who‘d  been  discovered  this  morning.  It  was  unlike  him  to  be bothered by a gruesome tale, but it had given him a jolt to hear the workers talk about ―that poor lass‖ and realize it was Talitha, the same  girl  he‘d  spirited  away.  He‘d  left  her  miles  from  Silverton and  Lord  Godwin‘s  influence.  He‘d  admonished  her  to  enjoy  her improved  circumstances  and  keep  her  mouth  shut,  but  she  must have talked.  

Something  was  afoot.  He  could  feel  it  in  his  gut.  And  Liliana had not yet returned.  

He  stalked  outside  and  leaned  against  the  door  frame,  arms crossed, nails  digging  into his skin  as he peered into the moonlit night.  If  she  didn‘t  have  a  very  good  explanation  for  staying  out half the night, he would bawl her out when she finally deigned to grace him with her presence. Doubtless she would argue heatedly about this double-standard and insist that what was sauce for the goose  was  sauce  for  the  gander.  Doubtless  they  would  fight. Doubtless  they  would  end  up  fucking.  He  grinned,  imagining Liliana. Angry and aroused, she was a sight to behold. He pictured himself sinking his cock into her golden flesh, riding her bucking hips, feeling the slap of her body as it rose to meet his.  
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The smile slid off his face when no familiar figure striding down the path and kicking her skirts came into view.  

Enough.  He  would  seek  her  out.  He  would  punish  her  for making him worry. Both of them would enjoy every minute of it.  

He prowled through the grounds of the estate, casting brooding glances  at  the  looming  edifice  that  represented  everything  he‘d come to loathe. It reeked of wealth and power, but its lines were harsh  and  unforgiving.  It  was  soulless—like  its  owner,  Lord Godwin,  the  man  who‘d  cast  out  his  own  son  and  lied  about  his death  rather  than  admit  to  what  had  sprung  from  his  loins.  His father  had  even  managed  to  wring  benefits  from  his  lies  about Joseph‘s  disappearance.  Lord  Godwin‘s  peers  thought  him  an exceptional  fellow,  a  man  so  devoted  to  duty  that  he  would  set aside  mourning  the  tragic  disappearance  of  his  only  son  to continue his role as Council Leader. Under the laws of the land, he had  to  wait  only  six  more    years  before  he  could  legally  declare Joseph dead and nominate another, more suitable heir.  

Hearing those lies bandied about should have sickened him, or perhaps,  angered  him.  Instead,  he  appreciated  the  irony.  He  was dead  to  his  father.  Lord  Darien  Godwin  would  soon  be  struck down by a ghost.  

He  was  contemplating  picking  the  lock  on  the  kitchen  door  to gain  entry  and  take  his  chances  locating  Liliana  when  the  door opened and a shadowy figure appeared.  
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Damnation. Not Liliana, but Sethur, the Europan agent risking life and limb as a footman in the Godwin household. Joseph took pleasure imagining Vashti‘s chagrin if  she  ever learned how little effort  it  had  taken  to  ferret  out  the  identity  of  her  undercover agent and convince him to report to ―Thomas.‖  

He  hooted  softly,  mimicking  an  owl.  The  man‘s  head  snapped up,  and  he  scanned  the  gloom.  Joseph  stepped  briefly  into  the moonlight,  beckoned  him  to  follow,  and  headed  for  the  wooded parkland  dividing  the  manorial  demesne  from  the  rest  of  the estate‘s lands.  

―Thomas.  Thank  the  Goddess,  you‘re  here.‖  The  footman blotted  perspiration  from  his  brow.  ―Didn‘t  much  relish  the thought of trekking to the village to find you.‖  

―Trouble in paradise?‖  

Sethur  grunted  agreement.  ―Hell,  more  like,  considering  the unholy bastard ruling the roost.‖  

―Surely you can‘t be referring to Silverton‘s beloved Lord Darien Godwin?‖  

―Hah, who else would I mean? Doubtless Godwin will rot in the Hell  he  purports  to  believe  in  when  his  final  reckoning  is  upon him,  but  I  would  sooner  not  see  innocents  sacrificed  in  the meantime. The man‘s demon-spawned, make no mistake.‖  

―Indeed. Tell me about these sacrificial innocents.‖  

―You‘ve heard about Godwin‘s wife?‖  

Joseph nodded. ―Rumors, yes.‖  

Disgust  twisted  Sethur‘s  homely  features.  ―Not  rumors.  I‘ve seen  Esther  Godwin‘s  bruises.  He‘s  been  treating  her  like  a whipping boy ever since the son took off, as if it were her fault he disappeared. No one‘s willing to speak up for the poor woman, not even her damned cleric. Now she‘s locked up in the cellar, and I‘m telling you, Thom, it‘s a bad business. I got that Mallothi—a nasty bastard  if  ever  there  was  one—a  tad  foxed  and  he  let  slip  that Godwin  means  to  have  his  men  murder  the  wife,  then  leave  her body  somewhere  to  be  conveniently  discovered.  He‘ll  blame  her death  on  whoever  murdered  poor  Talitha  and  those  other  two girls.‖  
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Joseph  struggled  to  keep  his  expression  neutral.  Of  all  the scenarios, he had not expected this. ―Clever of him.‖  

―He‘s  a  wily  bastard,  make  no  mistake.  And  cruel.  What  he‘s putting his wife through is enough to make me risk Vashti‘s wrath and break my cover to try‘n rescue her.‖  

―That would be unconscionably foolish, Seth.‖  

―There‘s more. Word is, Mallothi will rid him of a daughter as well—the one who gives him the most grief.‖  

Joseph  gouged  his  fingernails  into  his  palms. ―Abigail.‖  His youngest  sister  had  never  managed  the  degree  of  decorum  and piety  Lord  Godwin  demanded  of  his  daughters.  And  now  that she‘d  been  tainted  by  the  influence  of  a  Scentinel?  Poor  Abigail would be powerless against their father, as would all his sisters. 

―That‘s right. Whole town will be looking for a murderer who‘s got it in for the Godwin women, won‘t they? They‘ll never suspect the Lord o‘ the Manor himself.‖  

―Sweet—‖  Joseph  caught  himself  just  in  time  and  changed  the oath  to  a  Europan  one.  ―As  Innana  is  my  witness,  I‘ll  rip  out  the evil  bastard‘s  heart  for  this.‖  He  caught  Sethur  eying  him strangely. ―What is it?‖  

―Crossed my mind was you who murdered Talitha.‖   

Joseph considered his answer carefully and opted for the truth. Sethur  deserved  no  less  for  the  risk  he‘d  taken  by  seeking  out ―Thomas‖  to  give  him  this  information.  ―No,  though  I  claim  full responsibility for taking Talitha so that Becca could apply for her position. I set the girl up funds enough to leave Silverton and rent 
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a modest cottage in some other town far away from here. When I saw her last, she was pleased with her changed circumstances and very much alive.‖  

Sethur nodded, scratching his chin. ―I believe you. I have a nose for liars, working so long for a man like Godwin. Like calls to like, I say. And those he keeps closest are near as bad as their master. ‘Specially  that  Mallothi.  Godwin‘s  got  ears  ‘n‘  eyes  all  over  the country. The girl must have acted out of turn or let slip something that  raised  suspicions.  If  she  was  tortured  for  information,  she might have given you up.‖  

Joseph  shook  his  head.  His  true  identity  was  safe  enough  for now. When he waylaid the girl, he‘d unleashed the full force of his Scentinel  powers  on  her.  Innocent  young  Anglian  maid  that  she was, she‘d been overcome and fainted dead away before she could get  a  decent  look  at  him.  Since  he  didn‘t  deem  it  necessary  to reveal the full truth to Sethur, he said, ―I drugged her. She was in no  state  to  remember  what  I  looked  like.  I  had  an  intermediary travel with her and set her up with references and such.‖  

―Wonder if your intermediary is still breathing,‖ Sethur said.  

―You make a good point.‖  

―If you‘re thinking of a rescue operation, it‘d best be soon.‖  

―What makes you think I‘m here to mount a rescue operation?‖ Joseph asked.  

Sethur gave him condescending eyes. ―What else would you be here for?‖  

What  else,  indeed?  Such  was  Lord  Godwin‘s  power  and influence  that  it  hadn‘t  crossed  Sethur‘s  mind  ―Thomas‖  might have been sent to kill the Anglian Council Leader.  

 ―What  are  you  going  to  do,  Thom?  You  can  hardly  waltz  in there and remove Lady Godwin from the cellar.‖  

Joseph  bared  his  teeth  in  a  grimace  that  had  the  other  man shifting uneasily. ―I have certain skills.‖  
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―Reckon you do,‖ Sethur said. ―But Godwin‘s got a dozen men fanatically  faithful  to  him  and  half  a  dozen  more  who‘ll  turn  a blind  eye  so  long  as  they  see  enough  coin.  Would  be  suicide  for you to try. And you don‘t strike me as a stupid man.‖  

―Indeed I am not.‖ He lounged against a tree trunk, scratching his chin as he considered his options.  

Sethur favored him with a frown to shrivel his balls. ―You can‘t seriously  be  considering  sending  your  wife  to  rescue  the  woman. Becca would not stand a chance.‖  

―Did someone mention my name?‖  

―Eavesdropping isn‘t ladylike,‖ Sethur said pointedly to Liliana as  she  sidled  out  from  behind  the  same  tree  Joseph  was  leaning against.  ―And  you‘re  lucky  I  don‘t  startle  easily,  Becca.  I  might have gone for you and given you a hiding you‘d not forget.‖  

―It‘d  be  fun  to  let  you  try,‖  she  said,  giving  the  man  a  jaunty smile. ―I‘m no insipid little Anglian maid, you know. You might get more than you bargained for.‖  

―I certainly hope so, Becca,‖ Sethur said with a mocking leer.  

Joseph  clenched  his  fists  against  a  surge  of  jealousy  at  their banter. ―Where the Hell have you been?‖  

Her green eyes glinted with amusement at his tone. ―Goodness. Where are my congratulations for having snuck up on the two of you unawares? I‘m cut to the quick.‖  

Sethur snorted with laughter.  

―Beccalyn,‖  Joseph  said,  his  tone  conveying  a  warning  that  he was losing patience with her.  

―I‘ve  been  chatting  with  your  youngest  sister,  Abigail.  From what you‘ve told me, I can‘t imagine any of the others having the gumption  to  entice  me  to  climb  in  through  her  window  so  she could confess her fears. She had some interesting things to relate.‖  
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Joseph‘s  head  felt  like  it  was  about  to  explode.  ―Abigail  did what?‖  

Sethur gave a strangled gargle, drawing Joseph‘s full attention. Blast.  He  supposed  it  was  too  much  to  hope  the  man  had  not caught Liliana‘s slip of the tongue.  

 ―Fuck. You‘re  not  just  a  Europan  agent.  You‘re  Godwin‘s  son, the  one  who  supposedly  met  a  bad  end  and  whose  body‘s  never been found. Can‘t believe I didn‘t recognize you. I‘m off my game‖  

―Goodness,  I‘m  sorry,‖  Liliana  said,  sounding  not  the  least  bit sincere. ―I‘ve let my mouth run away with me. Really, Joseph, as your partner on this mission, might I suggest you keep me better informed?  Then  I  wouldn‘t  have  presumed  Seth  was  unaware  of your true identity.‖  

Joseph  gave  her  a  pointed  glare  to  tell  her  they  would  be ―discussing‖  her  actions  later.  The  flash  of  awareness  that  slid across her face told him she was looking forward to the encounter. His cock jerked. He fought to keep his expression neutral.  

Sethur scratched his head. ―Why would Lord Godwin concoct a tale like that?‖  

―He hated what I had become.‖  

―Ah, that explains the rumors. You‘re a Scentinel.‖  

―I begin to see what Vashti saw in you, Seth.‖  

―Not as green as I am cabbage-looking.‖  

Liliana  snorted.  ―You don‘t  look  the least  like  a  cabbage,  Seth, and  if  you‘ve  lasted  this  long  undercover,  you‘re  hardly  green.  If you  return  to  Europa,  you‘ll  be  a  legend.‖  She  tore  her  admiring gaze from  him to focus on Joseph. ―Would  you like to hear what Abigail had to say?‖  

Joseph  dampened  his  jealousy.  It  was  irrational,  he  knew.  It hardly mattered to him what she thought of Sethur. ―Please.‖  

Everything  that  Liliana  related  corroborated  what  he‘d  heard from  Sethur.  Joseph‘s  heart  clenched.  ―Poor  Abigail  must  be terrified. It‘s a wonder she hasn‘t taken to her bed.‖  
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―She‘s strong-willed,‖ Liliana said. ―She‘ll come through this.‖  

―Provided  we  can  get  her  away  from  that  bastard,  Godwin,‖ Sethur said. ―What are you going to do, Thom—I mean, Joseph?‖  

―Best  to  call  me  Thom.  It‘s  safer.  Tell  me,  do  you  have  any inkling  when  Godwin  is  planning  to  murder  my  mother?‖  Sweet Spirit,  it  sickened  him  that  he  could  ask  this  in  a  conversational tone,  as  though the  outcome  meant  little  or  nothing  to  him.  And he knew at that moment the stakes had risen. Mission be damned, he  could  not  stand  by  while  his  father  murdered  his  mother.  He would save her, and Abigail and the rest of his sisters if he could. They  were  precious  to  him—all  he  had  left  of  his  former  life  and the man he‘d been.  

―Heard  tell  it  won‘t  be  tomorrow.  It‘s  the  Sabbath.  Can‘t  see even  an  evil  prick  like  His  Lordship  sitting  in  a  place  of  worship with blood fresh on his hands.‖  

―Let‘s  hope  you  are  right.‖  Joseph  scratched  his  beard  as  he debated his options. ―We could do with your help, Seth, but your cover will be blown.‖  

―And Vashti won‘t be pleased,‖ Liliana said, stating the obvious.  

Sethur  only  grinned.  ―Don‘t  worry  about  me,  Becca  lass.  Find myself tiring of existing to please the Empress. I‘m in.‖  

In less than an hour, they had the basics of a solid plan.  

―I am indebted to you,‖ Joseph told him.  

Sethur  clapped  him  on  the  shoulder.  ―Good  luck.  I‘ll  see  you both tomorrow. Goddess willing, we will save them all.‖  

―And bring Godwin to his knees,‖ Joseph said.  

―Sounds good to me, Thom.‖ Sethur gave him a mock salute.  

Liliana  stood  statue-still,  watching  until  the  footman disappeared from view. ―That went better than I expected.‖  
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―How so?‖  

―I was inclined to believe you had no love left in that shriveled thing you call a heart. I expected you to say that it mattered not a jot if your mother and sisters were at risk. That the mission would proceed regardless.‖  

This,  from  the  woman  who‘d  cut  his  heart  from  his  chest  and ground  it  beneath  her  boot-heel.  He‘d  thought  she  no  longer possessed the capacity to hurt him. He had been wrong. ―I suppose you believed  me responsible for the girl‘s rape and murder, too,‖ he said.  

―It crossed my mind.‖  

―I do not make a habit of murdering innocent people,‖ he said, wondering if she‘d remember saying the exact same thing to him after she‘d killed the Saint Augustine Port Council official.  

Her eyes  narrowed.  She opened her mouth, and then closed it with a snap.  

Oh yes, she remembered.  

―The  original  mission  is  not  in  jeopardy,‖  he  said.  ―I‘m  merely expanding  it.  Not  even  a  heartless  bastard  like  me  can  stand  by while innocents are murdered.‖ He took hold of her arm, resisting the desire to shake her. Then push her up against the nearest tree and fuck her. He wondered why he wanted her—needed her—right here,  right  now.  His  cock  felt  uncomfortably  hard,  even  in  the baggy, ill-fitting trousers he wore. He could raise her skirts, lower her drawers and take her if he wished. He knew she‘d oblige him. But his relationship with Liliana had become more than just sex. She was lodged in his heart, in his head, in his soul. Without her challenging his decisions, judging him with those deep green eyes, he  feared  he  might  be  corrupted  by  his  power  and  become  the soulless  monster  Anglians  believed  all  Scentinels  to  be.  She grounded him, kept him human. For that, if nothing else, he would always be grateful.  
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―Walk with me, Wife.‖  

―Don‘t  call  me  that.‖  She  shook  off  his  arm  and  strode  off through the trees, heading for the village.  

He  caught  up  to  her  in  a  small  clearing  dominated  by  an  oak. Someone had placed a rustic log bench beneath the tree. Were this Europa, he‘d have figured it a trysting place for young lovers. But this was Anglia, and such trysts were severely punished. Doubtless the  place  was  intended  for  quiet  prayer  or  immersing  oneself  in some  ghastly  religious  tome.  He  sat  on  the  bench  and  patted  his thigh.  ―A  perfect  place  to  renew  our  vows.  Don‘t  you  think  so, Wife?‖  

Liliana rounded on him. ―Must you be so flippant?‖  

He  stretched  out  his  legs,  crossed  his  arms  over  his  chest.  He yawned because he knew it would annoy her. ―Later, then. Take a seat. Tell me what‘s on your mind.‖  

She  threw  him  a  heated  glare,  suggesting  she  was  irritated  by how easily he‘d read her. ―Very well. There‘s something you need to know about Vashti. She—  

―I  understand  that  we  are  but  pawns  in  Vashti‘s  grand  game,‖ he said, shrugging. ―We would be fools not to realize that.‖  

 ―For  you  to  carry  out  her  scheme  with  your  eyes  wide  open, knowing  exactly  what  you  are  doing  and  why,  you  need  to  know the truth about your father.‖  

He  rubbed  the  bridge  of  his  nose,  tired  of  talking,  tired  of  the mission, tired of not being able to admit even to himself what he really  wanted.  ―He‘s  a  ruthless,  self-serving  bastard.  Tell  me something I don‘t know.‖  

She didn‘t bother to mince words. ―Darien Godwin is not your father.‖  




Chapter Nineteen 

 

Joseph‘s first thought was that Liliana was making a poor jest. Either that, or she had cracked under the strain of this mission. He barked a laugh. His mother was the epitome of a virtuous Anglian woman. To suggest otherwise was ludicrous. But as he stared into Liliana‘s  clear  green  eyes,  he  discovered  there  an  emotion  that gave  him  pause.  He  could  have  understood  pity,  based  on  an incorrect  assumption  though  it  might  have  been.  Her  worry,  and even  her  fear,  he  could  have  shrugged  off.  But  her  fury,  the intensity  of  the  rage  brimming  in  her  eyes—that,  he  could  not fathom. His agile mind processed what he knew. What he thought he knew.  

Liliana‘s next reaction only added to his disquiet. She exploded into  motion,  delivering  the  oak  such  a  vicious  kick  that  she shredded a large strip of bark from its trunk. ―I still cannot believe she would do this to you. How could she use you like this?‖  

―Liliana.‖  

She ignored him.  

―Liliana.  Calm  down  or  someone  will  hear  you.  Sound  carries far at night.‖  

She whirled, mouth agape, eyes wide, shadowed by the memory of the last time she‘d spoken those exact same words to him. When she‘d saved his life. But that had been before she‘d used him and rejected him and forced him to despise her.  

―Tell me who fathered me,‖ he said.  

She leaned against the trunk, white-faced and trembling.  

Liliana  afraid  of  him?  Or  of  his  reaction  to  her  coming confession? Dread coiled in his belly.  
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―Your  father‘s  name  was  Gershom.  He  was  a  Scentinel.  And Vashti‘s lover.‖  

―Was?‖ he managed to ask.  

―He‘s dead. Entombed in the Imperial crypt. She couldn‘t burn him.‖  

Her  voice  faded,  becoming  an  echo  from  a  distance.  Stark displacement  overwhelmed  him  and  drained  him  of  his  will.  His world  irrevocably  altered.  He  was  still here,  sitting  on  a  bench bathed  in  moonlight,  staring  into  Liliana‘s  pale,  worried  face. There was earth solid beneath his feet. The peaty odor of decaying leaves mingled with the lingering scent of wildflowers, tickling his nose.  But  his  physical  world  had  receded.  In  a  place  outside  of time,  he  was  stripped  of  his  identity,  undone  and  remade  anew. He became someone he did not know. A stranger. A fabrication.  

All he‘d known was based on lies. All he had left was his given name. Joseph.  

He coughed to clear his throat. ―Is she even my mother?‖  

Liliana extended a hand then quickly pulled it back, as though wanting to go to him and offer comfort but unsure of his reaction. She understood what he was asking, what it meant to him. In that moment, he trusted her not to lie to him.  

―Esther Godwin is your mother,‖ she said.  

He speared shaking hands through his hair, scrubbing his scalp until the minor pain grounded him, forcing him to understand her quietly spoken words. Some part of him knew he should feel relief, but he was too shocked to appreciate this one good thing amongst all the bad. ―How—?‖ He tried to piece it together. ―Gershom must have  been  on  a  mission  when  he  met  her.  I  can  understand  her succumbing  to  a  Scentinel  but—‖  Self-loathing  oozed  from  his pores,  coating  him  in  a  slimy  layer  of  awareness. He,  too,  was  a 


Scent of a Man

Scentinel.  

―Vashti  sent  Gershom  to  seduce  your  mother.  It  was  a  bonus that  he  fathered  a  child  on  her.  That  Vashti  loved  Gershom mattered  not  a  jot.  She  still  used  him.  Just  as  she‘s  now  using you.‖  

He pulled the tattered remnants of himself together and forced his brain to work. ―Are my sisters all Darien Godwin‘s get?‖  

―As far as we know.‖  She read the question in his eyes. ―Talmai and I. He discovered the truth before Gershom died. And I forced him to tell me. We believe that no one else but Vashti knows. And your mother, we presume.‖  

A twisted, hate-filled face filled his mind. Godwin‘s, when he‘d punished  Joseph  and  cast  him  out.  Godwin  had  to  have  realized Joseph  couldn‘t  be  his  son  the  moment  he  was  revealed  as  a Scentinel.  ―Is  it  possible  for  a  man  and  a  woman  whose  families have never borne Scentinel offspring to conceive one?‖  

Liliana crossed her arms over her chest. He thought she hugged herself against the deepening chill of night. It could not be because she  needed  comfort.  She  would  never  allow  herself  to  show  such vulnerability.  

―No,‖  she  said.  ―At  least  one  parent  must  carry  the  trait.  It‘s impossible for two nons—as we call those who do not carry it—to birth a Scentinel. If one looks back far enough in Scentinel family trees,  a  Scentinel  ancestor  will  always  be  found,  even  if  the  trait has been dormant for generations. Why do you ask?‖  

―I  think  my  fa—Godwin  knows  that.  He  is  the  driving  force behind  the  Diviner  sect.  It‘s  logical  to  assume  that  in  order  to achieve that level of infiltration, he‘s had an extensive network in place in Europa for quite some years. I would stake my life he‘s got people in the Palace itself. I suspect he knows everything there is to know about Vashti‘s so-called weapons. I believe that as soon as he identified me as a Scentinel, he knew I couldn‘t possibly be his son.‖ And that’s why he hated me so much.  
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Darien Godwin had always taken it for granted the Godwin heir would  be  his  mirror-image.  To  discover  that  the  son  he‘d  raised, extolled  to  all  as  a  shining  example  of  Anglian  breeding,  was  the by-blow  of  some  heathenish  Europan  must  have  made  him apoplectic.  Little  wonder  he‘d  wanted  Joseph  gone  from  his  life, and cast him off like a soiled garment.  

―That‘s why he‘s punishing my mother.‖  

He didn‘t realize he‘d spoken aloud until Liliana said, ―I believe you are right. Poor Esther.‖  

Rage  cut  through  the  numbness.  It  boiled  in  his  belly, threatening  to  drown  all  logic  and  reason.  That  his  mother  had been used as a pawn—and was still being used—incensed him. But he could not allow his anger an outlet. It had the potential to rage out  of  control  and  put  those  he  held  dear  at  risk.  He  focused  his fury at Vashti‘s manipulations, his fury at his own stupidity—that he hadn‘t been able to see it all clearly for himself—on the person who‘d forced him the face the truth.  

Liliana  would  help  him  regain  his  equilibrium.  Liliana  would help him turn his rage into an equally strong emotion. Lust.  

Lust  was  a  nebulous,  in-the-moment  thing.  Once  it  was assuaged, it eased or vanished as if it had never been. He‘d lusted after  women  of  the  Imperial  Court  on  many  occasions.  And  each time, after he‘d fucked this willing woman or that, he lost interest. So he would turn rage to lust, and once it had run its course, once he‘d exhausted it between Liliana‘s thighs, he would be cleansed.  

―Come  here,  Liliana.‖  He  leaned  back  against  the  bench  seat and stretched out his legs, a blatant invitation. He saw in her eyes that she knew he intended to use her, and that she was willing. He saw, too, that she would be using him in return. For a moment, he 
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envisioned a softer union, one grounded  in  mutual love. But this was Liliana, and love could never be a factor.  

She  stepped  from  the  shelter  of  the  tree,  barely  disturbing  the fallen  leaves  as  she  moved.  When  she  stood  before  him,  he  said, ―Be the perfect Europan for me, Liliana. Right now, that‘s what I need  you  to  be.‖  He  clenched  his  fists,  tensing  with  the  effort  to remain seated so that he would not lose control and take her. Hurt her.  

She  shimmied  out  of  her  drawers  and  hiked  up  her  skirts  to kneel  on  the  bench  astride  him.  He  wondered  at  the  fleeting expression  in  her  eyes.  Pain?  Surely  not.  When  it  came  to  him, Liliana‘s  heart  was  safe.  If  she  was  capable  of  loving  any  man,  it would never be him.  And as  her nimble fingers released his cock from his trousers, he dismissed everything from his mind but the anticipation of sex.  

She  didn‘t  bother  with  foreplay.  He  was  already  hard  and aching,  she  was  already  wet  when  she  positioned  him  at  her entrance and slid down him, her tight, warm embrace making him groan aloud. He fumbled at the buttons of her bodice, his fingers suddenly  clumsy.  He  bared  her  breasts  and  cupped  them  in  his hands,  running  his  thumbs  over  her  nipples  as  she  rocked  over him. He bent his head to take her breast into his mouth, nipping her flesh with his teeth before sucking  her  nipple into his mouth and suckling strongly.  

She  arched  her  back,  and  he  wrapped  an  arm  around  her  to hold her close. But she rose on her knees until only the tip of him was  inside  her,  forcing  him  to  release  her  breast.  He  rolled  his hips, jerking his pelvis upward, wanting to thrust until he was fully seated  inside  her  again.  But  she  held  the  power,  not  he.  She squeezed  her  inner  muscles  over  the  head  of  his  cock,  and  the sensation was like a fist closing over his sensitive flesh. His breath hissed  out  from  between  his  clenched  teeth.  And  then  she  was sliding down him again, giving him what he wanted, but only for a moment  before  rising  up  again.  And  down,  working  him  with strong squeezes that made him gasp.  
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She  set  the  rhythm,  and  the  slide  of  her  sheath  over  his  cock, the  warmth  of  her  body,  the  spicy  scent  of  her  skin,  were so compelling,  so  all-consuming,  that  he  let  her  keep  control.  Her slow, steady rhythm escalated. She moved up and down his length with  strong,  sure  strokes.  His  balls  tightened  and  his  cock thickened  still  more,  filling  her  completely,  heightening  the pleasure for both of them. He was close to climax. She was on the edge, too. She tried to hide  it, but he knew from the flush of her cheeks, her half-shuttered eyes, the way she‘d caught her lower lip between her teeth.  

He  was  an  experienced  lover.  He  knew  how  to  suppress  his climax. He could delay it, control—  

And  then  he  could  control  nothing  at  all,  for  she‘d  braced  her hands on his shoulders and was sliding her tight sheath rapidly up and down the top two inches of his cock. Her muscles worked him like  a  pumping  fist.  And  when  she  reached  between  them  and squeezed  the  root  of  his  shaft,  damned  if  he  didn‘t  lose  it.  He climaxed. She uttered a strangled gasp and sank slowly down his length, her body clenching around him.  

She  rested  her  forehead  on  his  shoulder  until  her  ragged breathing calmed. ―Better?‖ She whispered.  

―Yes. For now.‖  

She climbed off him. She plucked her drawers from the ground, dusted them off and put them on. Only when she‘d smoothed her skirts decently about her legs did she look him in the eye. ―Good,‖ she said. And stalked off, leaving him to put himself to rights and wonder whether the gleam in her eyes had been tears or anger.  
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Why, even now, could she make him feel like an oaf who‘d rut with  anything  vaguely  female?  Would  he  ever  truly  understand her? And why did it matter so much to him that he should?  




Chapter Twenty 

 

The  sun‘s  first  rays  drifted  through  the  worn  curtains.  Liliana awoke with a heart-thumping jerk to find herself sitting upright in bed. Knowing routine would calm her, she rose, washed her hands and face, donned her uniform and forced down some breakfast.  

Joseph  greeted  her  with  a  distracted  smile.  His  gaze  was distant,  focused  inward.  She  knew  he  was  going  over  their  plan, visualizing the layout of the manor, reviewing what they knew of the staff‘s Sunday morning routine.  

For her part, Liliana believed a plan was an amorphous thing. It should  be  capable  of  evolving  in  an  instant  to  cope  with  the unexpected.  The  morning‘s  events  would  unfold  as  fated.  There was nothing she could do to change that now. Let the games begin.  

Despite it being the Sabbath, she turned up for work as usual. It had amused her to learn the reputedly pious Lord Godwin gave no thought  to  his  staff‘s  spiritual  wellbeing  by  giving  them  leave  to attend  Sunday  morning  Services.  How  typical  that  having  a pristine, perfectly ordered household and a huge repast waiting for him when he returned from church were far more important.  

She  paused  to  polish  an  imaginary  smear  on  the  face  of  the grandfather  clock  in  the  entranceway.  Godwin  and  his  daughters had left for church half an hour ago. The Service started promptly at nine. At ten past the hour, she would head for the cellars.  

She  closed  her  eyes. Innana,  let  our  plan  to  rescue  Esther Godwin succeed. And please, merciful Goddess, keep Joseph safe from harm.  

She  had  splinters  from  kneeling  on  the  rough-hewn  wooden 
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bench.  Her  muscles  ached  from  the  vigor  of  their  coupling.  But those  aches  were  the  kind  that  reminded  a  woman  she‘d  been thoroughly pleasured by an exceptional lover. The hollow ache in her heart whenever she thought of Joseph was not something to be cherished.  

She could not regret telling him the truth about his father. Now he  would  not  suffer  the  soul-staining  guilt  of  believing  he‘d committed  patricide.  But  if  he  was  injured,  if  he  was,  Goddess forbid,  captured  and  killed,  she  would  never  forgive  herself.  She would  always  wonder  if  he‘d  lost  focus  because  of  what  she revealed to him.  

She moved on to buff the grand staircase‘s balustrades. Lemon-scented  polish  wafted  through  the  air  and  she  fought  not  to sneeze. She disliked this part of a mission most—the interminable waiting, anticipation building in her chest, adrenaline spiking her veins.  To  anyone  the  least  bit  perceptive,  her  body  movements would look short and sharp, primed for readiness. She would have an  edge  to  her  step,  an  unnatural  sheen  in  her  eyes,  an  energy about her that could arouse suspicions.  

She breathed deeply, composing herself, sinking deeper into the role of Beccalyn. Be calm. Be natural. Be Beccalyn.  

The  clock  chimed  the  hour.  Liliana  industriously  plied  her polishing cloth and drifted toward the cellar staircase.  

Boot-heels  echoed  on  the  marble  floor.  The  two  footmen ignored  her,  as  they  would  any  lowly  housemaid.  She  didn‘t needn‘t  need  to  glance  up  at  their  faces  to  know  that  one  was  of them was Joseph. The sheer force of his presence called to her. He resonated  in  her  heart  and  thrummed  through  her  veins  like  a force  of  nature.  If  she  were  blind  and  deaf,  she  would  still  know that he was near.  

The other man was Sethur.  
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A knot of tension eased. She‘d imagined that Sethur might not have found a uniform to fit Joseph. She‘d feared that even though Joseph  had  retained  his  beard,  now  neatly  trimmed,  he  might have  been  recognized.  This  part  of  their  plan,  at  least,  was  going smoothly.  

Sethur paused before a wall mirror to smooth his hair.  

That was her cue. She walked to the cellar staircase and, wonder of wonders, discovered the door unlocked.  

―Wouldn‘t do to have a hair out of place for Mistress Beri,‖ she heard Sethur say.  

Hah. Knowing Beri, she‘d make Sethur shave it off.  

She slipped through the door, closing it noiselessly behind her. She hugged the wall as she negotiated the staircase—less chance of a stair creaking and giving her away. Near the bottom, she spotted the  guard—a  brutish-looking  fellow—sitting  slumped  against  the door. His eyes were closed. He was probably bored witless with the task of guarding his defenseless victim. Poor man.  

She unbuttoned her high-necked bodice. She‘d deliberately not worn  a  chemise,  so  it  would  be  quick  and  easy  to  expose  her breasts. She tiptoed toward the guard.  

Ideally, the numbskull would not even hear her coming, and she would be able to dispatch him before he opened his eyes.  

 She was but half a dozen steps from him when he yawned and blinked.  Her  stalking  gait  transformed  seamlessly  to  a  seductive sway.  She  pulled  the  bodice  of  her  dress  apart,  exposing  her breasts.  

―What the Devil?‖ he swore, scrambling to his feet.  

―Who, me? I‘m just a housemaid.‖ She fluttered her eyelashes at him  and  thrust  back  her  shoulders  to  better  display  her  breasts. She shimmied her hips to make her breasts wiggle.  

His  startled  expression  segued  into  a  lusty,  leering  grin.  ―The 
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Divine  Spirit  will  chastise  ye  for  this.‖  He  made  it  more  like  a question than a statement.  

Liliana  ran  her  tongue  over  her  lips.  She  cupped  her  breasts, squeezing  them  together  to  enhance  her  cleavage.  ―The  Divine Spirit,‖  she  said,  ―is  busy  with  Services.  How  about  you  chastise me, instead?‖  

The guard reached for her. She danced back. ―Uh-uh. Not until I‘ve  shown  you  my  surprise.  Close  your  eyes  and  put  your  hands over them.‖  

Doubt  flared  in  his  gaze.  Liliana  raised  her  skirts  and  pressed one  hand  to  the  crotch  of  her  drawers.  ―Ooooh.  This  will  be  the best surprise you‘ve ever had. I promise.‖  

He smirked and clapped his hands over his eyes.  

―No  peeking  now.‖  The  force  of  her  punch  snapped  his  head back  so  that  it  whacked  against  the  door.  He  slid  to  the  floor.  It crossed  her  mind  to  break  his  neck.  It  would  be  foolish  to  leave him  to  come  after  her,  but  her  conscience  stabbed  a  reproach. There had been enough senseless killing in this town. Besides, she would  get  blood  on  his  uniform,  and  there  was  a  chance  that Esther was mobile and could use it as a disguise. Liliana believed in having options.  

She kicked him smartly in the head to ensure he would remain unconscious  for  some  time.  She  might  be  suffering  an  attack  of mercy, but she wasn‘t entirely stupid. ―One down, who knows how many more to go.‖  

She  rolled  him  away  from  the  door and  patted  him  down, relieving  him  of  a  belt-knife  and  the  key  to  the  room  he‘d  been guarding.  From  what  she‘d  been  told,  the  room  housed  cabinets full  of  wine  and  spirits  and  other  luxury  items  frowned  upon  by the  clergy.  Lord  Godwin  found  them  useful  gifts  for  Councilmen who voted with him, and those who pleased him. If she‘d been in Esther Godwin‘s position, she would have destroyed the lot.  
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She  began  to  fasten  her  buttons  and  lost  patience  halfway through. Too bad if she scandalized Joseph‘s mother. She inserted the  dagger  into  the  waistband  of  her  dress.  The  slit  in  the  fabric didn‘t  matter.  After  today,  she  intended  to  burn  the  wretched thing.  

She turned the key in the lock and opened the door, blinking to adjust her eyes to the gloom. ―Lady Esther?‖  

No reply. Damn.  

She  spotted  a  huddled  form  curled  on  a  cot  in  the  farthest corner of the room. She ventured closer, stepping slowly so as not to startle the poor woman.  

Esther was facing the wall.  

―Esther.‖ She touched the woman‘s shoulder, shook her gently. ―My name is Beccalyn. I‘ve come to get you out of here.‖  

The woman lay still and unresponsive. Too still.  

Liliana carefully rolled her onto her back. Her eyes were open, staring  into  nothingness.  Bruises  ringed  her  neck,  just  below  her chin and clearly visible above the neckline of her gown.  

Liliana  had  seen  such  precisely  spaced  bruises  before.  Her breath hitched. Her heart thudded painfully. Sweet Innana, please let  her  not  be  too  late.  She  knelt  beside  the  woman  and  pressed fingers to her throat, checking for a pulse.  

Relief crashed through her, intense and overwhelming. Joseph‘s mother was alive. Whoever had tried to strangle Esther had done it to punish and terrify, not to kill. ―Esther, can you hear me?‖  

Esther  returned  slowly  to  her  wretched  life.  A  muscle  in  her cheek  twitched,  her  eyelids  fluttered.  A  great  shudder  swept  her limp  body.  ―Are  you  an  angel?‖  Her  lips  formed  the  words  in  a barely  spoken,  breathy  sigh.  A  single  tear  pooled,  overflowed, trickled a bright trail down one bruised cheek.  


Scent of a Man

Liliana‘s  stomach  constricted.  The  desolation  in  the  woman‘s eyes  broke  her  heart.  She  had  given  up. Joseph‘s  mother  was  a shattered, broken shell.  

―If I were  an  angel, I‘d be an avenging one.‖ She wished there was  something  else  she  could  say,  something  that  would  give Esther strength.  

Blast. Joseph had had the right of it. Esther was in no fit state to be  shoved  into  the  guard‘s  clothes,  dragged  up  those  steep  stairs and  hurried  to  safety.  Instead,  Liliana  would  have  to  traumatize the  woman  further  by  bringing  the  unconscious  guard  into  the cellar  so  he  wouldn‘t  be  discovered.  And  she  would  have  to  wait here  with  Esther,  counting  the  minutes,  imagining  the  worst, wondering when Joseph and Sethur would come for them. It irked her  to  have  to  passively  sit  by  instead  of  joining  the  battle.  She hated  the  thought  of  not  having  Joseph‘s  back.  He  might  be wounded—or worse—and she might never see him alive again.  

―I  won‘t  be  a  moment,  Esther.  I‘ll  be  back,  I  promise.  And please don‘t be scared. It‘s all part of the plan to free you. Do you understand?‖  

―Yes.‖  

Liliana  darted  back  to  the  guard.  She  grabbed  his  legs. Wonderful.  He  had  to  be  a  heavy  bastard  as  well  as  an  ugly  one. Cursing  beneath  her  breath,  she  dragged  him  into  the  room  and closed  the  door  behind  her.  She  stripped  him  down  to  his  small clothes and rolled him onto his stomach. His knife came in handy to cut the sleeves from his shirt so that she could use them to bind his hands and feet. His belt was even more useful. She trussed his hands and feet together like a pig bound for market. 

Turning back to the stricken woman, she knelt beside her. She took Esther‘s hand and squeezed it gently. ―Don‘t worry. He won‘t hurt you.‖  
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Esther‘s  control  snapped,  and  her  face  crumpled.  A  heart-wrenching moan tore from her throat.  

Liliana gathered Joseph‘s mother into her arms and awkwardly patted  her  back  while  she  wept.  ―Shhh.  It  is  not  your  fault,‖  she whispered. ―None of this is your doing. Joseph will be here soon.‖ Goddess, please let him get here soon!  

Esther  clutched  Liliana‘s  arms,  catching  her  by  surprise. ―He‘s not dead? Darien told me— I always hoped— When can I see my son?‖  

Her burst of unnatural energy dissipated in a rush, leaving her limp. Liliana laid her  back on the cot. ―Would you like me to tell you about him?‖ she asked.  

Esther nodded.  

And when she‘d finished, Esther surprised her again by saying, ―You love my son, don‘t you?‖  

Liliana  stilled,  staring  at  the  stark  brick  wall,  refusing  to  meet Esther‘s gaze. ―Yes,‖ she finally whispered. ―But he‘ll never forgive me for what I had to do to keep him alive and sane.‖  

―I‘m so very sorry, my dear.‖  

―So am I.‖  

Footsteps clattered on the stairs.  

―Joseph!‖ Esther said, her eyes alight with hope.  

―Hush.‖ Liliana took her knife from her boot. The guard‘s knife had looked like a fine weapon, but it was not as well-balanced as hers.  If  this  was  another  enemy  to  be  taken  down,  she  preferred her own trusted weapon. She stood, feet apart, and sighted down her arm. The cellar door creaked open.  




Chapter Twenty-one 

 

Sethur poked his nose through the doorway. To punish him for being  a  careless  idiot,  Liliana  aimed  the  knife  at  the  doorframe above his head.  

His  head  jerked  as  the  blade  thunked  into  the  frame,  and  his eyes turned slightly wild. ―Was that necessary?‖  

Once she‘d mastered the adrenaline pumping through her body, she smiled. ―Next time, identify yourself to me first. What took you so long?‖  

He  slid  into  the  room,  fingering  the  scratches  on  his  cheek. ―That bitch of a housekeeper fights like a cornered cat.‖  

Liliana  chuckled  at  his  disgruntled  expression.  ―You  should have left her to Joseph, then. I imagine Mistress Beri‘s disposition would  be  much  improved  after  he‘d  unleashed  his  power  and shown  her  there‘s  more  to  life  than  being  a  dried-up  husk  of  a woman.‖  

He kicked the unconscious guard‘s leg. ―Getting soft, are we?‖  

―Very amusing.‖  

Esther  was  struggling  to  sit.  Liliana  cast  a  pointed  gaze  at Sethur  and  together  they  helped  Esther  upright.  She  pressed  a hand to her ribs, gasping. ―Where‘s Joseph?‖  

―Easy,  now,  Lady  Godwin,‖  Sethur  said.  ―I  think  Becca  might have to bind your ribs for you.‖  

Liliana  decided  there  was  little  point  in  maintaining  the subterfuge  of  false  names.  Sethur  would  be  traveling  with  them when they left Anglia. He would soon enough learn her true name and realize who—and what—she was. ―My real name is Liliana.‖  
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He had the gall to laugh aloud. ―Liliana? A sweet little flower? I think not.‖  

Another  man  stuck  his  head  through  the  cellar  doorway. ―Deadly nightshade, more like.‖  

―Joseph.‖  Liliana‘s  heart  soared.  She  drank  him  in.  Her  gaze roamed his face, drifted down his body, one part of her clinically checking  for  injuries,  another  part—the  secret  part—wanting  to run to him and beg him to hold her and help her forget what she was.  A  Null  and  a  killer,  one  of  Delilah‘s  get.  A  woman  who‘d betrayed the man she loved.  

It nearly killed her to watch Esther do what she so desperately wanted to do—hold out her arms to Joseph. Her heart ached when he went to his mother and carefully enfolded her in his embrace. If things had been different, if Liliana hadn‘t done the terrible things she‘d  done, she  might  have  been  in  Joseph‘s  arms,  pressing  her cheek to his.  

―Where  have  you  been?‖  she  asked,  fighting  not  to  reveal  how desperately  concerned  she‘d  been  for  his  safety,  how  desperately she wanted to hold him.  

Over his mother‘s  head, he said, ―I was looking for my former groom, but I see you have him well in hand.‖  

Liliana‘s  gaze  shot  to  the  unconscious  man.  ―That‘s  Mallothi? Had  I  known,  I  would  have  slit  his  throat  and  saved  you  the trouble.‖  

 ―We might as well leave him locked up  here for now,‖ Joseph said.  

―Aren‘t you going to kill him? After what he did to you?‖  

―Forget  him,  Liliana.  He  was  only  doing  his  master‘s  bidding. Leaving him alive, knowing he was bested by a mere woman, will pull  his  teeth.  Help  Seth  get  my  mother  somewhere  she  can  rest more comfortably.‖  
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―But I—‖  

―You  can‘t  come  with  me,  Liliana.  You‘d  nullify  my  powers. We‘ve discussed this. Now do up your buttons and make yourself decent. My poor mother‘s had enough shocks to deal with.‖  

With  that  admonishment,  she  would  have  to  be  content.  In Joseph‘s  eyes,  all  she  could  see  was  concern  for  Esther.  He  had nothing  left  to  offer  her,  the  woman  who  had  fought  so  hard  to deny  her  love  for  him.  To  him,  she  was  an  Europan  agent,  a colleague. A means to an end. Nothing more. And in that instant, she  felt  as though  she‘d  been  thrown  beneath  stampeding  horses and emerged as bruised and battered and beaten as his mother. In that instant, the last of her secret hopes shattered.  

She‘d  been  too  cowardly  to  admit  her  feelings,  had  used  duty and  the  expectations  of  others  as  her  excuse.  She‘d  rejected  him, thrown him to the Empress to use. She could never make it right. She could never have him back.  

**** 

The  two  guards  lounging  on  the  benches  outside  the  church didn‘t blink when Joseph approached them. Trusting fools.  

He dispatched one with knife to the heart and the other with a swift kick to the chin. From the sickening crunch before the fellow hit the ground, his neck had broken. Neither would be interfering. Neither would be helping their lord and master abuse and murder helpless  women  again.  He  regretted  their  deaths,  however.  If the situation had been less dire, he might have risked knocking them unconscious and tying them up, leaving them to face justice at the hands  of  their  peers.  And  it  was  as  though  he  had  Liliana whispering in his ear that he had become as monstrous as the man he‘d come to kill.  

He slipped through the doors in time to hear the final chorus of a psalm he‘d always loathed. His timing was impeccable.  
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Reverend  Abihu  began  preaching  about  the  necessity  to  be virtuous  in  mind and  body  in  the  dreary  monotone  Joseph remembered so well. The most difficult part about sitting through Services  each  Sunday  had  always  been  staying  awake.  The  man‘s voice could send a roomful of fretful infants to sleep.  

He knew exactly where to find Darien Godwin—in the front row pew,  reserved  exclusively  for  his  use.  His  daughters  would  be seated  in  the  row  behind  him.  His  wife  should  have  been  with them.  Fury  seethed  through  Joseph,  firming  his  resolve.  He stalked up the aisle, drawing hushed gasps from the congregation, not  only  because  he  was  unconscionably  late  but  because  he  still wore a hat.  

Reverend  Abihu  finally  looked  up  from  the  rostrum  as  Joseph bounded up the stairs leading to the pulpit. He loosed  a shocked squawk  and  wrung  his  hands,  at  a  loss  how  to  deal  with  this impertinent late-comer.  

―Move, Reverend,‖ Joseph said. ―I have a sermon to preach.‖ He turned to face the congregation.  

―What is the meaning of this?‖ Godwin roared, climbing to his feet.  

Joseph took off his hat and tossed it at Godwin.  

Abigail half-rose from her seat. ―Joseph!‖  

Her sisters dragged her back, casting frightened glances at their father.  They  clutched  at  one  other  for  support,  their  expressions ranging from shock to tearful delight.  

Joseph  leaned  forward,  resting  his  forearms  on  the  rostrum. ―Hello, Father. It‘s been a while.‖  

Shock did not sit well on Lord Godwin‘s face. ―It was you who took the girl,‖ he blurted.  

Husbands  cast  appalled  glances  at  their  wives,  children chittered  behind  their  hands,  neighbors  whispered  to  neighbors, 
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acquaintances called out to one another across the rows. Reverend Abihu sidled toward Joseph. He poked his arm with a finger. His face  turned  a  greenish  hue  and  he  skittered  backward.  ―Divine Spirit, you‘re no ghost!‖ he said.  

Joseph waited for Godwin to rally. It should not take him long.  

―Silence!‖  Godwin‘s  command  echoed  through  the  church. Confident he‘d cowed  everyone there, he focused on Joseph. The light  in  his  eyes  was  eager  and  his  expression  feral,  like  a  hound about  to  take  down  a  fox.  ―Reverend  Abihu,  have  this  man removed. I will deal with him after Services.‖  

―Take a seat, Abihu. Or I will toss you from the pulpit.‖ Joseph didn‘t bother to check that he‘d been obeyed. The Reverend was an ineffectual  cleric  and  a  cowardly  human  being.  He  posed  no threat.  

Lord Godwin‘s face suffused with crimson fury. He opened his mouth.  

Joseph forestalled him. ―I would not, if I were you, Father. Your henchmen posing as footmen will not help you.‖  

―Is that so?‖  

―That is so.‖  

―I am a merciful man, but you try my patience. Get out.‖  

Joseph smiled. ―As you wish, Father. But first, I must show the good  people  of  Silverton  what  I  am.‖  He  unleashed  his  Scentinel power.  




Chapter Twenty-two 

 

Abigail guessed from her brother‘s intense expression what was about  to  befall  her.  She  remembered  his  power.  How  could  she forget?  

Sweet Spirit, save me! She squeezed her knees tightly together as an enticing scent flooded the sanctuary. She scrunched her eyes shut, clenched her fists and fought not to inhale. When she could hold  her  breath  no  longer,  she  panted,  trying  not to  breathe  him in,  trying  not  to  succumb.  Someone‘s  hand  grasped  hers, squeezing so tightly that the bones grated in her fingers. The pain dispelled  the  visions  for  seconds  only,  and  then  Abigail  was overwhelmed with carnal images of men, their hands roving, their tongues  caressing  her  naked  body,  their  attentions  making  her writhe with pleasure.  

She  gasped,  struggling,  battling  the  insidious  effect  of  that delicious  scent.  She  summoned  her  considerable  will  and demanded control of her own body and mind, pushing the visions away.  And  when  they  rushed  back,  stoking  her  senses,  setting every nerve alight with a yearning that could not be assuaged, she prayed.

The  effect  eased,  then  was  banished  as  though  it  had  never been.  She  might  have  imagined  herself  caught  up  in  an  erotic dream  save  for  the  residual  heat  in  her  most  private  feminine parts  and  her  swollen,  aching  breasts.  She  wiped  the  tears  from her  cheeks  and  opened  her  eyes.  She  saw  other  flushed,  dazed women  like  herself,  many  so  weak-kneed  they  were  only  held upright by their men-folk. Too, the faces of a few men were slack 
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with residual lust, eyes still dreamy and unfocused, turned inward as they wallowed in the aftermath of their desires. She understood that not at all.  

She  sought  Joseph‘s  gaze,  saw  the  self-loathing  in  his  eyes, recognized  the  suffering  etched  in  the  harsh  lines  bracketing  his mouth. She smiled gently at him, her entire being reaching out to convey her silent message. I forgive you. You only did what you had to do.  

She crawled to her feet, and on shaking legs shouldered past the huddled  knot  of  her  sisters.  It  took  all  her  remaining  strength  to hold her head high and climb the steps to the pulpit to approach her brother. ―Father told us you were dead,‖ she sobbed, throwing herself  into  his  arms.  ―Please  don‘t  leave  us  again.  Mother  needs you. We need you!‖  

His  arm  came  around  her.  ―Hush,  now,  Abigail.  I  know everything. And I promise that I will not let him harm you.‖  

Her  sisters,  emboldened  by  her  gesture,  left  their  seats  to  join her.  They  crowded  around  Joseph,  their  faces  flushed  with  their own  daring.  Only  Faith  stayed  seated,  shooting  Joseph  fearful gazes beneath her lashes as though he might infect her.  

Abigail‘s  stomach  twisted.  As  always,  her  oldest  sister  would take  her  cues  from  their  father.  Not  even  their  mother‘s  bruises, her whimpers as she struggled to hide her pain, would sway Faith. Blindly,  she  believed  her  mother  must  have  sinned  and  deserved her punishment.  

Her  father‘s  fury  at  their  betrayal  glittered  in  his  eyes.  He surged to his feet. He caught Abigail‘s gaze and held it, conveying the retribution he would exact when there were no witnesses. She refused to give him the satisfaction of seeing her fear. She met his gaze, chin held high as she defied his power.  

He took an inadvertent step back, appearing nonplussed by her unexpected courage. Pride warmed the cold fear that had lived in her belly ever since her brother had been revealed as a Scentinel. She‘d stood up to her father. It wasn‘t much—it wouldn‘t save her from his wrath—but it was a beginning.  
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He  quickly  regained  his  equilibrium,  but  she‘d  not  expected otherwise.  He  approached  the  pulpit  and  climbed  the  stairs. ―Satan‘s  spawn,‖  he  screamed  at  Joseph.  ―Corrupter  of  women. Get thee gone!‖  

Her  brother  pushed  her  aside  and  strode  forward  to  confront their  father.  He  would  keep  them  safe.  She  believed  that  with  all her heart.  

―I command you in the name of the Divine Spirit,‖ Lord Godwin bellowed,  ―to  leave  this  place  of  worship  or  die!‖  He  lunged  at Joseph. Abigail saw the flash of a blade and screamed a warning.  

Joseph  formed  his  hand  into  a  blade  and  chopped  Godwin‘s wrist. He heard the crack of a bone breaking. Godwin howled and dropped the knife.  

Joseph  kicked  the  blade  out  of  his  reach  and  watched  Godwin clutching  his  arm  to  his  chest,  his  face  white  with  pain.  ―Abigail, take your sisters and go back to your seat. Quickly, now.‖ From the corner of his eye, Joseph saw her usher them to the far end of the pulpit and scramble off the platform.  

He dropped back, waiting for Godwin‘s next move. He could kill the  man  where  he  stood  with  a  single  precisely  placed  blow.  He could end this all now. But the people of Silverton needed to see that the great Lord Godwin never fought his own battles. Without his minions to do his bidding, he was a blustering bully. ―It‘s not as much fun when you‘re the whipping boy, is it?‖  

Godwin  snarled  a  vile  epithet.  He  attacked,  swinging  his  left fist. Joseph easily dodged the blow, leaving Godwin staggering and struggling  to  retain  his  balance.  He  hooked  the  man‘s  ankle  and 
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swept his feet out from under him.  

Godwin  crashed  to  the  floor,  face  down.  Joseph  knelt  on  his back, grabbed his uninjured arm, and twisted it behind his back.  

Godwin  bucked  and  managed  to  turn  his  face  to  the  side.  He sought support from those he‘d bullied  and  cowed into doing his will  for  so  many  years.  ―Seize  him,  fools.  Strike  him  down  and send him back to Hell from whence he came.‖  

A young man sitting near the front of the church rose to his feet, shaking  his  fist.  ―Begone,  evil  creature.  Release  this  god-fearing man or we will smite you down!‖  

Joseph‘s  skin  prickled  with  hot  rage.  Images  of  his  mother‘s battered face filled his head. It took all the will he possessed not to pluck  his  blade  from  his  belt  and  slit  Godwin‘s  throat.  He  could almost  see  the  blood  gushing,  staining  Godwin‘s  pristine  white necktie. He could almost taste his vengeance. ―Do not attempt to attack  me. I‘m  sure  none  of  you  want  the  guilt  of  the  great  Lord Darien Godwin‘s death on your hands. His life is mine, and mine alone to take.‖ 

―Sit down, fool.‖ Godwin‘s words were choked. He held himself stiffly, his free hand fluttering uselessly at his side. ―This creature will kill me without a qualm.‖  

Joseph‘s bitter laughter echoed through the church. ―Creature. What  an  interesting  turn  of  phrase.  The  Divine  Spirit  has  not struck me down. Perhaps even a Scentinel is one of His children. Perhaps He approves of my intentions.‖  

―He tests us,‖ Godwin said to the  congregation. ―He wears the face of an angel, but he‘s the Devil‘s son, sent to seduce you from the Divine Spirit‘s teachings. Those of you who resist his lies will be rewarded.‖  

―If I am truly the Devil‘s son,‖ Joseph  said, ―then you, milord, are the Devil‘s dupe. A man so self-absorbed, so desirous of a son and heir, that he would embrace the Devil‘s child as his own.‖ 
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The congregation exploded.  

―Lord Godwin is a god-fearing man.‖  

―He donated the funds to build this church.‖  

―The Divine Spirit tests our faith.‖  

―We must heed Lord Godwin and resist this devil!‖  

Joseph  shouted  them  down.  ―Silence!  You  claim  he  is  god-fearing  and  virtuous,  yet  he  did  not  recognize  the  so-called  evil living twenty-one years cheek by jowl with him in his own home. He harbored a demon, claimed it as his own. He is not fit to be a pillar of this community, the driving force behind the Council and the Church.‖  

―Sacrilege!‖  someone  shouted,  but  it  was  a  lone  voice,  reeking with doubts.  

―Listen to me. My father is not such  a fool. He knew from the moment that I transformed exactly what I‘d become.  But instead of  turning  me  in  to  his  beloved  Council,  instead  of  advising  the Church  and  submitting  to  a  cleansing  and  a  penance,  he  had  me beaten  and  discarded,  and  then  conveniently  declared  dead.  You are not fools, either. I‘m sure I don‘t have to tell you why he went to such lengths to hide what I had become.‖ He slowly gazed about the church, ensuring he had everyone‘s attention.  

Several angry men who had banded together toward the rear of the  church  resumed  their  seats  to  hear  him  out.  Good.  He  had them  all  now.  With  luck,  he  wouldn‘t  be  forced  to  reveal  that  he was not Darien Godwin‘s son, and his mother‘s reputation would be  preserved.  ―Lord  Darien  Godwin  betrayed  his  Council,  his Church, and each and every one of you because he would not risk losing his seat on the Council. Power is far more important to him than truth and honesty. He would do anything to retain control of the  Anglian  Council.  Anything  at  all.  Even  murder  innocent 
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maidservants, and conspire to murder his own wife.‖  

―I  should  have  killed  you  while  I  had  the  chance,‖  Godwin muttered.  

―Yes,‖ Joseph said. ―You should have.‖  

The  doors  at  the  rear  of  the  church  crashed  open.  Joseph  was shocked  to  his  core  to  recognize  his  mother,  leaning  heavily  on Liliana‘s arm.  

He‘d been a fool to think that Liliana would allow him to do this on his own. Since returning to Anglia he‘d discovered he loathed having  her  out  of  his  sight,  imagining  what  she  might  get  up  to, who  she  might  unintentionally  offend,  what  terrible  punishment might  befall  her.  So  he  might  have  forgiven  her  if  she  hadn‘t dragged his mother into this mess. Sweet Spirit, his mother should be bedridden after what she‘d endured. What was Liliana thinking, bringing her here?  

Sethur  flanked  the  two  women.  He  caught  Joseph‘s  eye  and shrugged as if to say, ―I couldn‘t stop her.‖ He leaned against the door, his gaze skimming the congregation, keeping an eye out for potential trouble.  

 ―You‘ll  be  pleased  to  know,‖  Liliana  called  in  a  ringing  voice, ―that  Lady  Esther  Godwin  has  insisted  on  attending  Services today.‖  

Ah. Perhaps she was not entirely to blame. Perhaps his Liliana had finally encountered a woman even more stubborn and willful than herself. He wished he‘d been present for that conversation.  

The congregation swiveled in their seats, craning their necks for a glimpse of the woman they‘d been assured was dreadfully infirm and permanently confined to her bed.  

Esther  limped  up  the  aisle,  still  leaning  on  Liliana‘s  arm  and relying on her aid. When the two women reached the pulpit, they faced the  congregation. It went against all strictures for women‘s conduct in church, but Liliana undid the ribbons of Esther‘s sober grey bonnet and removed it, baring her face.  
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Female  voices  cried  out  and  would  not  be  hushed  by  their menfolk. Joseph felt a surge of respect for Liliana‘s cleverness. In one master stroke, she‘d taken accusations that could be dismissed as  conjecture  and  shoved  the  stark  truth  in  their  faces.  He  knew his  mother‘s  appearance  shocked  the  townsfolk.  It  was  not  an invalid  venturing  from  her  sickbed  that  they  saw,  but  a  battered woman who refused to be a victim.  

―As you can see,‖ Esther said, in a voice that shook with strain, ―I  have  escaped  both  my  prison  and  the  death  my  husband  had planned for me. It is delightful to feel the sun‘s warmth on my face and  breathe  fresh  air  after  being  imprisoned  in  a  musty  cellar.  I am truly blessed.‖  

It was a stunning performance. And Joseph knew how much it must  have  cost  her  physically  and  mentally.  He  had  never  been more proud of her.  

―Slut!‖ Godwin screamed.  

Joseph increased the pressure on his arm until it threatened to dislocate  the  shoulder  joint.  ―Shut  your  mouth,  or  I‘ll  shut  it  for you.‖  

Godwin‘s shriek modulated to a vicious hiss. ―Filthy whore. Get thee  from  this  House,  lest  the  Divine  Spirit  strike  thee  down  for birthing a demon and inflicting it upon us.‖  

Joseph raised his fist, intending to smack Godwin in the back of his head and silence him, but his mother‘s voice halted the blow.  

―Joseph,  don‘t.  Please.‖  With  Liliana‘s  assistance,  Esther climbed the steps to the pulpit, her measured movements shouting her  pain.  She  shook  off  Liliana‘s  hands  and  approached  her husband.  ―Let  him  stand,  Joseph,  for  it  pains  me  too  much  to kneel.‖  
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―As you wish, Mother.‖ He dragged the struggling Godwin to his feet and twisted his arm so far up his back that the man was forced up  on  his  toes.  He  further  ensured  Godwin‘s  compliance  with  a chokehold.  

Esther  waited  patiently,  her  expression  of  composed  serenity only  serving  to  highlight  the  bruises.  When  Joseph  nodded  to indicate  he  had  restrained  Godwin  to  his  satisfaction,  she  raised her hand and slapped her husband‘s face.  

―Well  done,  Mother.‖  Relief  mingled  with  satisfaction  mantled him.  He‘d  believed  Esther  too  traumatized  by  her  physical  and mental  injuries  to  recover.  She  was  stronger  than  he‘d  ever imagined. 

Godwin sneered, the stark red imprint of Esther‘s hand twisting on his haughty face. Then he spat at her.  

Esther  calmly  wiped  the  spittle  from  her  face  with  her  sleeve, but Liliana had reached her limit. She stepped in front of Esther, protecting her. ―How dare you judge her, Godwin,‖ she said. ―The only demon here is you. Only a demon would punish a woman for succumbing  to  a  creature  she  could  not  possibly  resist.  Only  a demon  would  beat  her  and  force  himself  upon  her  night  after night.‖  She  paused  to  catch  her  breath.  ―And  if  Lady  Esther  is  a filthy whore, then you must be an unholy bastard who likes to tup filthy whores.‖  

Esther  clapped  a  hand  over  her  mouth  to  stifle  her  shocked gasp, and it was only then Joseph realized that she‘d been unaware Gershom  had  been  a  Scentinel.  The  congregation  doubtless believed  she‘d  been  impregnated  by  the  Devil,  and  Joseph,  a Scentinel, was the result. Only Esther had known that Devil to be a flesh-and-blood  man,  but  she‘d  likely  believed  Joseph‘s transformation  a  freakish  happenstance  that  could  not  be explained.  He  wondered  whether  knowing  her  lover  had  been  a Scentinel would help ease her guilt.  
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Godwin tried to lunge at Liliana, but Joseph jerked his arm up his back until he writhed with agony.  

Liliana  laughed  in  Godwin‘s  face.  ―Let  him  go,  Joseph.  I‘d welcome the chance to beat him to a pulp. And if he insults Esther again, I will personally cut his lying tongue from his mouth.‖  

―You  will  do  no  such  thing,  Liliana,‖  Esther  said.  ―Let  him speak. He will only condemn himself with his pride and arrogance. I believe the good citizens of Silverton will see through his lies and do what is right.‖  

―I don‘t believe that to be the wisest course of action, Mother,‖ Joseph said, gazing out over the congregation to gauge their mood.  

Liliana snorted. ―I agree. Better we silence him and—‖  

―Liliana, hush!‖ Joseph knew this situation could get rapidly out of hand. Esther, one of their own—a woman who‘d clearly suffered terrible  abuse—they  might  tolerate  speaking  out  of  turn.  But Liliana  was  brazen,  too  obviously  not  Anglian.  She  might  turn their  outrage  upon  herself.  His  priority  must  be  the  safety  of  his mother  and  his  sisters.  He  could  not  cast  them  aside  to  protect Liliana.  She  would  be  on  her  own.  The  thought  of  her  being attacked by an angry crowd made him cold with fear.  

―Seize  them!‖  Godwin  roared.  ―My  wife,  my  daughter  Abigail, this foul-mouthed, lying slattern who dares threaten me—all three are  in  league  with  this  Scentinel  devil.  Their  souls  are irredeemably  corrupted.  But  it  is  not  too  late  to  save  my  other daughters  and  all  our  womenfolk  from  their  foul  influence.  We must chastise the filth from their bodies and minds. We can save them, if only you will listen to me and—‖  

Liliana drew back her fist and punched him in the mouth. ―I‘m sick of your lies, you murderous bastard.‖  

Godwin sagged in Joseph‘s grip.  
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―How  dare  you  lay  hands  on  the  Council  Leader,  you  godless bitch!‖  a  man  shouted,  leaping  to  his  feet.  A  group  of  frowning, dour-faced men followed him as he headed for the pulpit.  

Joseph bit back a curse. He caught Sethur‘s eye and jerked his head,  signaling  for  support.  ―Liliana,‖  he  said,  ―take  my  mother and Abigail back to the manor. Seth and I will deal with this. Go!‖  

 She  glared  at  him.  ―I‘ll  do  no  such  thing,‖  she  said  before turning  her  gimlet  gaze  upon  the  approaching  men.  ―Enough  of this nonsense. The man who leads your Council, who dictates the very  policies  that  govern  every  aspect  of  Anglian  life,  is  a murderer.  He  murdered  Abigail  Godwin‘s  maid,  Janna,  and  the housemaid,  Bashima,  so  they  could  not  reveal  what  his  son  had become.  He  murdered  Talitha.  He  planned  to  murder  his  wife. This we know for certain. The only rumor we can not substantiate is  that  he  also  planned  to  rid  himself  of  a troublesome  daughter. Fools. If nothing else, his contempt for the sanctity of human life should be enough to make you pause before you rush to obey his orders.‖  

Sethur  bounded  up  the  steps  to  the  pulpit  and  rapped  the rostrum  with  his  fist  to  gather  everyone‘s  attention.  In  his footman‘s  uniform,  he  presented  a  commanding  enough  figure that everyone quieted to listen to him. ―Everything she‘s told you is true,‖ he said. ―I believe Lord Godwin is possessed by the Devil, for I can find no other way to justify what he has done to his wife. And to those poor girls.‖  

―Prove it,‖ a man from the advancing group yelled.  

―Such  witnesses  to  his  crimes  are  either  dead  or  so  fanatically loyal  to  their  master  that  they  would  have  to  be  tortured  before they admitted the truth.‖  

―And,  having  been  the  subject  of  daily  beatings  and  nightly rapes,‖ Esther said, bravely raising her voice to be heard, ―torture I will not countenance.‖  
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―More‘s  the  pity,‖  Liliana  said,  in  a  lamentably  loud,  ringing voice.  

Joseph wanted to shake her. If she didn‘t watch her tongue, she would provoke a riot and endanger them all. ―Liliana, enough! Let me handle this as we agreed.‖  

Godwin  took  advantage  of  Joseph‘s  preoccupation  to  wrench free from his grip and launch himself at Liliana.  

―Liliana!‖  Joseph‘s  warning  came  too  late.  Godwin  planted  his shoulder in her back, knocking her from the platform. She landed on the wooden floor, sprawling on her hands and knees. Her skirts hampered  her  efforts  to  scramble  to  her  feet.  The  group  of  men rushed forward and surrounded her, hiding her from his view.  

―Seth! To Liliana—now!‖   

Sethur,  anticipating  his  request,  had  already  leaped  from  the pulpit to go to her aid.  

Joseph forced Liliana from his mind when Godwin whirled and turned his attention to Esther, spewing imprecations as he stalked toward  her.  ―Weak-minded  whore!  I  will  thrash  the  demon‘s influence from you with my own hands,  and then commit you to the Divine Spirit to be judged.‖  

―Beat me and murder me, you mean?‖ Esther said, standing her ground.  

Joseph stepped in front of his mother. ―Leave her be, Godwin. You  and  I  both  know  that  no  woman  is  capable  of  resisting  a Scentinel. You cannot blame her for what has happened.‖  

Godwin  gave  a  cackling  laugh  that  chilled  Joseph  to  his marrow. He bent and extracted a knife from his boot. He cradled his injured wrist against his chest as he waved the blade at Joseph. ―I will slit your throat, demon. Then I will burn your carcass and scatter your ashes over holy water, so that no god-fearing woman 
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will fall prey to your foul influence again.‖  

―Joseph!‖ Abigail‘s piercing scream demanded his attention. He spotted her being manhandled from her seat by another group of men.  Her  sisters  tried  to  prevent  her  from  being  taken,  but  their efforts  were  ineffectual.  The  men  slapped  and  chastised  them, their shrieks adding to the din.  

―Abigail!‖  Esther  tried  to  push  Joseph  aside.  ―What  are  they doing to my baby girl?‖  

Keeping  his  gaze  fixed  on  Godwin,  he  elbowed  Esther backward. ―Mother, go and lock yourself in the priest‘s rooms until I come to you.‖  

―But—Abigail! Help her, Joseph!‖  

Sweet Spirit, save me! He‘d never felt so torn.  




Chapter Twenty-three 

 

Joseph  had  just  enough  time  to  draw  his  belt  knife  before Godwin attacked, thrusting his blade at Joseph‘s belly.  

Joseph  danced  back  and  tripped  over  his  mother,  who‘d collapsed in a huddle behind him. He knocked her flat to the floor and narrowly avoided skewering himself with his own knife.  

Blade at the ready, he rolled to his feet, but Godwin had found other, easier prey. He‘d knelt atop Esther‘s chest. His knife was at her throat, but his smile was solely for Joseph‘s benefit.  

Joseph  stilled.  It  took  all  his  will  not  to  leap  at  Godwin  and plunge his knife into his heart. But he could not risk his mother‘s safety. If he wasn‘t quick enough, if he couldn‘t disable Godwin in time—  

He tore his gaze from Godwin‘s to meet his mother‘s strangely calm  eyes.  She  looked  prepared  to  die.  Despair  twisted  his  guts, and  the  bitter  bile  of  defeat  burned  his  throat.  He  swallowed convulsively. Godwin needed to die, but he‘d never forgive himself if the price was Esther‘s life.  

―Leave me, Joseph,‖ she said, her voice choked with the effort to breathe. ―Protect your sisters.‖  

Godwin pressed the blade into Esther‘s skin. Blood beaded the shallow cut. Fury drenched Joseph in a scalding wave that left him momentarily  blinded.  He  blinked  until  his  vision  cleared  and focused all his attention on Godwin and the blade he held.  

―I‘ll slit her deceitful throat if you move a muscle,‖ Godwin said, his face twisting into a hate-filled snarl.  

―The Divine Spirit will protect me,‖ Esther whispered.  
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Godwin  threw  back  his  head,  and  the  church  echoed  with  his insane  laughter.  ―The  Divine  Spirit?  Protect you?  A  vile  trollop who  willingly  spread  her  legs  for  a  Scentinel‘s  cock?  A  deceitful slattern who cuckolded me? Hah.‖  

Joseph  heard  a  muttered  oath  from  behind  him,  but  he  didn‘t dare  glance  around  to  see  who  had  heard  Godwin‘s  imprudent words. He knew that if he risked it, he‘d be tempted to search for Liliana, to ensure that Sethur had succeeded in keeping her safe. The thought she might have been overpowered, and even killed by a  stray  blow,  assailed  him.  She  might  believe  herself  invincible, but  she  was  only  human.  Her  neck  could  be  broken  in  a  fall  as easily as the neck of the man he‘d dispatched outside the church. And then there was Abigail, at the mercy of the men who‘d taken her. His sister must be terrified.  

His  worries  for  their  safety  threatened  to  infect  his  every decision. But he could not afford to be distracted, not if he wanted to  keep  his  mother  alive. Divine  Spirit,  hear  my  plea.  Help  me save them all.  

 ―Did ye hear that?‖ a deep voice boomed. ―Milord knew his wife had been tupped by a Scentinel and claimed the babe as his own. Now he aims to murder her in the Divine Spirit‘s House.‖  

―Return  to  your  seat,  Goliath,‖  Godwin  said.  ―This  is  none  of your concern.‖  

A  huge  man  stomped  up  the  pulpit  stairs  and  stood  staring down at Godwin, arms akimbo. ―My name be Ozem. And it do be my concern. Talitha, one of poor girls ye be accused of murdering, was my daughter.‖  

Godwin‘s lip curled into a sneer. ―Hah. The girl was weak. She‘d been  sullied  by  the  demon.  Her  death  was  a  blessing  to  you,  for she‘d brought shame to you and your family. She was—‖  

―She was a good, god-fearing girl!‖ Ozem bellowed, reaching for Godwin.  
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Godwin removed his knife from his wife‘s throat and prepared to defend himself.  

Joseph sighted his blade and threw.  

His aim was true. He knew it the instant the knife left his hand. It hummed through the air, embedding itself to the hilt in the side of Godwin‘s neck.  

Godwin‘s  knife  fell  heedlessly  to  the  ground.  He  pawed  at  the blade in his neck. His eyes bulged from their sockets, and his jaw worked as though he  was trying to speak. And as the  man who‘d raised  Joseph  as  his  son  and  heir  toppled  sideways,  Joseph launched himself toward his mother. He shoved Godwin aside and dragged Esther across the platform, away from further harm.  

Ozem  called  out  to  Joseph.  ―Was  it  truly  him  what  killed  my girl?‖  

―His men did it—on his orders.‖  

Ozem  backed  up  slightly,  swung  his  leg  and  kicked  Godwin  in the  groin  with  one  booted  foot.  Godwin‘s  limp  body  lay  splayed like a child‘s abandoned rag-doll. Joseph knew death when he saw it. Godwin would have choked on his own blood. But Ozem wasn‘t so discerning. He yanked Joseph‘s knife from Godwin‘s neck and plunged  it  into  his  chest.  ―Get  ye  to  the  Devil,  ye  murdering bastard.‖  

―He‘s  dead?‖  Esther‘s  whisper  startled  Joseph.  She‘d  been  so still and quiet he believed she had fainted.  

―Yes, Mother. He won‘t hurt you or the girls again.‖  

―Sweet  Spirit!‖  Her  face  crumpled,  and  she  buried  her  face  in his  chest.  Her  body  shook  with  sobs.  Joseph  hoped  her  reaction was born of relief and not the horror of all she‘d witnessed.  

―Well, that didn‘t quite go the way I envisioned it.‖  

He glanced up to see Liliana, her dress torn, one eye blackened 
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and swelling, climbing onto the pulpit. She helped him ease Esther to her feet.  

Relief  loosened  the  tension  in  his  muscles.  ―How  did  that happen?‖ he asked, indicating her eye.  

―A lucky swing,‖ she said. ―And before you ask, Seth‘s guarding Abigail  and  the  rest.  There  are  enough  here  who  believe  our claims. They‘ll allow us safe passage from the church.‖  

―I killed him.‖   

―I  know.  I  was  about  to  stick  a  blade  in  him  myself  when  you beat  me  to  it.  Well  done,  Joseph.  Mission  accomplished.  Vashti will be pleased.‖  

―Yes.‖ He shook his head to dispel his daze. ―Will you and Seth see my sisters home?‖  

She nodded. ―Of course. I‘ll meet you back at the manor.‖  

He waited for her to say something more, anything, but she only stared  at  him  with  fathomless  eyes.  There  was  so  much  he wanted—needed—to  say  to  her.  He  choked  on  the  words.  As  she said, they had achieved their mission. So far as she was concerned, what more could there be?  

He swung his stricken mother up in his arms. He turned away from the woman he loved. She didn‘t love him back. Would never love him after the way he‘d treated her, the way he‘d used her.  

People milled about the church, most at a loss as to what to do. They stepped back with alacrity to let him pass. Horrified glances dogged his heels as he strode down the aisle. A hush gathered in his wake. He abandoned the people he‘d once called his. To them, he was a Scentinel, a creature of nightmares. To them, he was no longer human.  

**** 

Liliana  strode  toward  Sethur,  who  was  standing  guard  over Joseph‘s sisters.  
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Reverend  Abihu  had  obviously  decided  that  Sethur  made  an excellent  protector,  for  he  hovered  nearby.  He  gasped  when  she approached and he saw her now quite swollen eye. ―Sweet Spirit! Wh-what happened to you?‖  

―If you think this is bad,‖ Liliana said, ―you should see the men who were foolish enough to attack me.‖  

The  Reverend  collapsed  into  the  nearest  pew,  fanning  his  face with his hands.  

Liliana  smiled  jauntily  at  Sethur,  even  though  her  heart  was breaking. The mission was over. Now she had to face its aftermath and  stand  helplessly  by  while  the  man  she  loved  got  on  with  his life. ―Ready?‖  

He nodded. ―We‘ve a lot to get done afore the sun goes down.‖  

Liliana  cocked  her  head  at  Abigail.  ―I  feel  the  need  for  some fresh air. You may join me, Abigail. Oh, and do bring your sisters along  with  you,  if  they  would  like.  I  do  not  believe  the  good Reverend capable of delivering his sermon today.‖  

Abigail‘s  gaze  lit  on  Reverend  Abihu,  who  weakly  fluttered  his hand  in  her  direction.  ―Er,  you  have  my  permission  to  remove yourself from church.‖  

Liliana smothered a rueful grin as Abigail, in a flourish of skirts, hurried to join her. Abigail possessed a resilience that would serve her  well  in  the  coming  months.  She  would  flourish,  given  the chance.  All  Joseph‘s  sisters,  save  Faith,  followed  the  youngest‘s lead, with the ever-vigilant Sethur bringing up the rear.  

She linked her arm in Abigail‘s. No one dared protest their exit.  

Abigail  got  halfway  down  the  aisle  before  pausing  and  moving aside to let Sethur and her sisters pass. She directed an entreating gaze toward Faith.  

―Your  sister  has  made  her  choice  to  stay  and  face  the consequences of her father‘s actions,‖ Liliana told her.  
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―I know.‖  

She stood by Abigail, watching out for the girl as she cast a last glance at her father‘s blood-soaked form. No one had bothered to approach and pray for his departed soul. Not even the obsequious Reverend Abihu.  

Faith  suddenly  lurched  to  her  feet  and  rushed  up  the  pulpit stairs. ―Someone, please help my father,‖ she cried. When no one came to her aid, she knelt and tried to shake him back to life.  

A  score  of  women  rose  from  their  seats  and  surged  forward. They advanced on Faith, helping the girl to her feet and hustling her from the pulpit.  

―Unhand me,‖ Faith said.  

One  of  the  women  slapped  her  face.  ―Hush,  girl.  We  will chastise his foul influence from your body and cleanse your soul.‖  

―Divine Spirit, thy will be done,‖ Liliana heard Abigail whisper. She  turned  her  back  on  the  scene,  her  expression  closed, impassive. ―Will you please take me home?‖  

―By home, I presume you mean Godwin Manor?‖  

―Of course,‖ Abigail said.  

There  was  no  ―of  course‖  about  it.  Abigail  did  not  yet  realize that  she  couldn‘t  stay  at  the  manor.  Nor  could  she  remain  in Silverton  if  she  wanted  to  enjoy  a  decent  life.  After  this  debacle became public knowledge, the Anglian Council would be forced to act.  They  would  never  allow  Godwin‘s  wife  and  daughters  their freedom. They would come after Joseph.  

Liliana  felt  weary,  tired  to  the  very  marrow  of  her  bones.  She wanted  to  crawl  into  a  corner,  close  her  eyes,  and  shut  out  the world. But, as Sethur had said, there was more work to be done.  

Joseph  intended  to  take  his  family  far  from  the  Council‘s influence, and Sethur had vowed to help him. They would have to get  Esther  and  the  girls  to  the  nearest  port,  across  the  channel, and then bypass Europan borders before they could be assured of freedom.  Liliana  would  not  leave  them  to  undertake  such  a perilous  journey  without  her,  even  if  it  meant  posing  as  a governess  or  servant  and  continuing  to  wear  these  damnable hideous  dresses.  As  a  woman,  she  could  sleep  in  the  same  room with Esther and the girls to protect them.  
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And  then  there  was  the  problem  of  resettling  Esther  and  her daughters, and educating them so they could function in a society where  women  were  not  oppressed.  It  would  not  be  easy.  They needed her. She refused to examine her suspicion that she needed them, too. They were her link to Joseph, her excuse to disobey her Empress and stay with him.  

She  did  not  know  how  she  would  bear  being  in  such  close proximity to Joseph, loving him, but knowing his only use for her was  to  be  a  willing  receptacle  for  his  cock.  She  knew  she  would take whatever she could get from him. Just as she knew that each time he touched her, another little piece of her soul would shatter.  

She  kicked  a  stone,  sending  it  skittering  across  the  path  and startling  Abigail  enough  that  she  asked,  ―Is  something  the matter?‖  

―Not  at  all,‖  Liliana  said.  ―I‘m  just  thinking  that  with  luck,  by the time I return to Europa and subject myself to Vashti‘s wrath, I will  be  so  numb,  so  soulless,  that  I  won‘t  give  a  damn  what  she does to me.‖  

Abigail  halted  and  stared  at  her.  ―Just  who  are  you?  You‘re obviously  not  Anglian.  And  my  brother  obviously  has  strong feelings for you.‖  

―My name is Liliana. And I‘m your brother‘s whore.‖  




Chapter Twenty-four 

 

Joseph  had  to  bend  his  head  to  catch  his  mother‘s  whisper before the breeze whipped it away unheard. ―Put me down.‖  

He  lowered  her  carefully  to  the  ground  and  gave  her  his  arm. They walked in silence for a while, and then Esther said, ―It is my fault Darien lost his mind. If I had been a more virtuous woman, then—‖  

―I would never have been born. You are an exceptional woman, Mother. But please believe me when I assure you that no woman, no matter how faithful, no matter how virtuous, can resist the call of  a  Scentinel.  Gershom  was  one  of  Vashti‘s  most  accomplished agents at that time. Once the Empress set him on you, you had no chance.‖  

Esther‘s  step  faltered.  ―Gershom  was  sent  by  the  Europan Empress?‖  

He nodded. ―And his mission was to seduce you. He succeeded beyond  Vashti‘s  wildest  dreams  when  you  had  a  son—a  potential Scentinel—and your husband claimed me as his own.‖  

She recoiled. ―You make it sound so sordid. I truly believed him in  love  with  me.  I  believed—Ah,  I  know  not  what  I  believed. Perhaps I truly lost my mind.‖ 

―It was  sordid.  Empress  Vashti  planned  your  fall  from  grace and the ever-faithful Gershom—her lover—did as he was bid.‖  

The  dazed  expression  sloughed  from  Esther‘s  face.  Her  tired blue  eyes  sharpened.  ―He  was  her lover?  Sweet  Spirit.  I  should have  known  a  man  like  Gershom  could  never  have  truly  loved someone like me.‖  
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―He was a Scentinel agent. Seduction is what we are trained for, Mother. That is what we do.‖  

―Was?‖ she asked.  

―He‘s dead.‖  

Anguish  warred  with  fury  and  was  vanquished  by  the  more powerful  emotion.  ―I  hope  that  godless  Europan  bitch  suffers every  single  morning  when  she  wakes  and  faces  another interminable  day  of  knowing  he‘s  gone,  knowing  that  she  won‘t ever hold him in her arms again. I hope she  never recovers from his death. Never.‖  

―From what Liliana‘s told me, she still mourns him.‖  

―Good.‖  

―Mother,  can  you  ever  forgive  me  for  turning  to  the  Europans and letting you believe I was dead?‖  

She released her breath in a pained sigh. ―Oh, Joseph. There‘s nothing  to  forgive.  The  Europans  took  you  in  when  we  cast  you out. They embraced you when we abhorred you. If anyone should beg forgiveness, it is us.‖  

When  they  were  in  sight  of  Godwin  Manor,  Esther  halted  and turned to him. ―He loved you, you know.‖  

―Who, Darien?‖  

―Yes. He was so very proud of you, Joseph. It nearly put him in his  grave  when  he  discovered  what  you  were.  He  told  me  he‘d meant  to  have  Mallothi  kill  you,  but  he  couldn‘t  bring  himself  to give  the  order.  He  said  Mallothi  had  set  you  free,  but  your  body had been discovered a few days later.‖ She heaved a sigh. ―He was for all intents and purposes your father. And he did love you.‖  

―As much as he was capable of love.‖  

―Yes,‖ she said. ―As much as he was capable.‖  

Joseph shook his head. ―How can you possibly forgive him after what he did to you?‖  
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His mother favored him with a direct look that shook him to his core.  ―Who  said  anything  about  forgiveness?  I  hope  he  rots  in Hell.‖  

**** 

Joseph‘s  sisters  caught  up  with  them  a  stone‘s  throw  from Godwin  Manor‘s  front  entrance.  Their  mood  was  subdued.  He expected  nothing  else,  considering  he‘d  unleashed  his  Scentinel power upon them, and they‘d been forced to watch him kill their father.  And  as  they  clustered  round  their  mother,  laughing  and crying  their  joy,  he  held  himself  apart,  assuming  the  role  of watchful  guardian  along  with  Sethur  and  Liliana.  He  did  not deserve to share their joy.  

Abigail called for her sisters to hush, her imperious tone worthy of  Mistress  Beri  giving  orders  to  a  servant.  They  whispered amongst  themselves.  Then,  what  remained  of  his  family  arrayed themselves in a formal line headed by his mother and followed by his sisters, oldest to youngest. ―Mother?‖ Abigail prompted.  

Joseph‘s heart dropped to his boots at the somber expressions on their faces. He forced himself to stand straight and tall, waiting for the ax to fall.  

―We  formally  acknowledge  you  as  the  head  of  our  family,‖ Esther said. ―Welcome home, Joseph. Welcome home, my beloved son.‖  

―Welcome home, Joseph!‖ his sisters chorused.  

Stunned by this unequivocal acceptance, he stood rooted to the spot as his sisters mobbed him. His gaze sought Liliana‘s, drawn to her  as  a  moth  to  a  flame.  But  she‘d  ducked  her  head  and  was scuffing  the  ground  with  her  boot.  Her  hunched  shoulders screamed misery.  

His  happiness  dissolved.  He  could  not  let  this  situation continue.  Over  his  sisters‘  heads,  he  waved  to  catch  Sethur‘s attention. ―Do me a favor?‖  
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―Of  course,‖  Sethur  said,  his  voice  gruff  enough  that  Joseph could be forgiven for suspecting him emotionally affected by what had transpired.  

―Escort  my  family  to  the  manor  and  get  them  started  with packing the necessaries. I need to talk to Liliana alone.‖  

Sethur  nodded  and  opened  his  mouth,  but  it  was  Esther  who clapped her hands and herded her daughters into a group to usher them onward. Sethur shrugged and ambled after them.  

Joseph  turned  to  Liliana  and  discovered  her  still  seemingly absorbed by the tightly packed dirt beneath her feet.  

―What  do  we  do  now?‖  he  asked,  knowing  it  to  be  a  loaded question.  

―You  mean,  after  your  mother  and  sisters  finish  packing?  We load  them  on  the  carts  and  relocate  them  far  from  the  Council‘s reach, hopefully without incident.‖ She did not bother to disguise her sarcasm.  

―Of  course.  Yes,  that‘s  what  I  mean.‖  He  berated  himself  for being so craven.  

―If  only  such  an  onerous,  dangerous  task  were  as  simple  as  I make it sound.‖ She sighed and finally deigned to meet his gaze. ―I don‘t know about you, but after that, I will return to Europa and explain  myself  to  Vashti.  And  hope  she  does  not  toss  me  in  the dungeon.‖  

He drank his fill of her. He scanned every inch from the untidy braids he itched to undo so that he could run his fingers through her hair, and the pensive lips he longed to kiss, and down her lithe strong body to the booted feet peeking out beneath the skirts she so hated to wear. ―You don‘t sound happy at the prospect of seeing your home again.‖  

Repressed fury and bitterness darkened her eyes. ―What is there 
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for  me  to  be  pleased  about?  I‘ll  be  fortunate  if  Vashti  doesn‘t personally  hold  me  down  while  I‘m  serviced  by  whoever  she‘s chosen to father a child on me. I‘ll be a brood mare until I breed her  a  Null.  Not  even  Talmai  can  save  me  from  that  fate.  No  one can.‖  

―I can.‖  

To  his  chagrin,  instead  of  throwing  herself  into  his  arms  and declaring  her  undying  gratitude,  she  laughed  in  his  face.  ―You? How?‖  

―What if you did not return to Europa? What if you stayed with us?‖  

She knit her brows in a ferocious frown. ―Us? Are you inviting me  to  settle  in  a  foreign  land  with  you  and  your  mother  and sisters? I can just see us living together like one big happy family. You must be mad.‖  

He clasped her hands. ―Not mad. Merely desperate.‖  

―Desperate for what?‖  

He expelled a heartfelt sigh. Could she truly be so dense? ―For you, Liliana. I‘m desperate for you.‖  

―By  Lilith‘s  unholy  tits,  Joseph.  This  is  not  the  time  to  be thinking  about  fornicating.  If  you  are that  desperate  to  relieve your needs, when we get inside call for one of the maids. Scentinel or  not,  I‘m  sure  there  are  a  few  lurking  about  who  would  be delighted  to  oblige  you.‖  She  choked  back  an  incredulous  laugh. ―Men!‖   

He  refused  to  release  her  hands  despite  her  struggles.  ―I  love you,  Liliana.  And  damn  me,  I‘ll  not  stand  meekly  by  while  some other man fathers a child on you because Vashti decrees it.‖ There, he‘d  said  it,  stated  his  case  in  plain,  unadorned  words  even she could understand.  

―How  could  you  do  this  to  me?‖  She  hooked  his  feet  with  a sweep of her ankle, sending him sprawling in the dirt on his rear.  
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When he‘d snatched enough breath to speak, he said, ―Do what to you?‖  

―How  long  have  you  known?‖  Her  eyes  flashed  her  rage.  She launched herself on him, and before he could even think to protect himself, punched him in the jaw. She straddled him while he was doing his best to avoid another blow.  

He seized her waist and tossed her off him, then pounced on her and  held  her  down.  This  was  not  going  as  he‘d  planned.  ―Sweet Spirit, Liliana! How long have I known what?‖  

She bucked beneath him, trying to knee him in the balls. ―That you loved me.‖  

He forced her legs apart and lay groin to groin atop her, holding her arms still with his elbows and levering himself up so he could observe her face. ―I fell in love with you shortly after I met you,‖ he said.  

―Hah.‖  She  bared  her  teeth  at  him.  ―I  don‘t  believe  that  for  a second.‖  

―I thought I‘d fallen out of love with you when you handed me over to Vashti,‖ he said, pressing a kiss to the tip of her nose.  

She turned her face aside.  

―I thought I‘d hate you for the rest of my life when you left me with  Ophira.‖  He  kissed  away  the  tear  that  trickled  down  her cheek.  ―And  I  knew,  as  soon  as  we  were  paired  together  for  this mission, that I‘d never stopped loving you.‖  

Her  mouth  dropped  open,  and  he  took  advantage  of  her astonished offering. He pressed his lips against hers, softly at first. When she didn‘t fight him, he deepened the kiss, cupping the back of her head and holding her immobile, claiming her as his own.  

When  he  felt  her  respond,  his  heart  pounded.  When  her  lips moved  beneath  his,  and  her  hands  reached  for  him,  his  soul 
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exulted. He dragged his mouth from her lips and cupped her chin. ―Well?‖  

She  stared  at  him,  eyes  huge,  lips  slightly  parted  as  she struggled to catch her breath. ―Well, what?‖  

He  bent  his  head  again,  nibbling  the  lobe  of  her  ear,  trailing kisses down the side of her neck. ―Don‘t make me beg, Liliana.‖  

She  heaved  a  ragged  sigh.  ―I  love  you,  too,  Joseph.  I  never stopped loving you, even when I—I—‖  

―Shhh.  It  doesn‘t  matter.‖  Gently,  he  thumbed  tears  from  her cheeks.  

She burst into noisy tears.  

It  was  so  unlike  Liliana  to  cry  that  he  couldn‘t  help  but  be pleased. For her to cry, she must feel deeply, too. For her to let go like this, in front of him, she must trust him not to hurt her again. He held her, rocked her until she‘d cried herself out and cleansed herself of the sins of the past.  

―I‘ve been such an idiot.‖  

He chuckled. ―You and I both, my darling.‖ He tugged her to her feet and wrapped her in his arms.  

―My darling?‖ She ceased berating herself to stare into his eyes. ―My  darling.‖  She  purred  the  endearment,  infusing  the  simple words  with  such  a  sinful  promise  of  pleasure  that  Joseph‘s  cock stood to attention.  

She reached between their bodies to stroke his erection through his trousers. ―Mmmm.‖ She ran clever fingers down his length and squeezed, tearing a frustrated groan from his lips.  

He insinuated a hand beneath her skirts and cupped her, feeling her  heat  and  the  dampness  of  her  arousal  through  her  cotton drawers.  She  rubbed  herself  against  his  hand.  He  loved  her  in skirts.  He  loved  her  in  trousers,  too,  but  skirts  were  far  easier  to negotiate.  
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And  as  she  fumbled  at  his  trouser  buttons,  he  became increasingly  aware  that  they  were  out  in  the  open,  exposed  and vulnerable  in  enemy  territory.  He  groaned.  Because  as  she‘d stated, this was  hardly the time to be thinking about fornication. No.  When  he  took  her  again,  he  wanted  enough  time  to  savor every inch of her, worship her body with his, show her how much he loved her. He wanted privacy, and the leisure to gaze into her eyes as he stroked her to orgasm with his cock and his hands. He wanted her to scream his name as he branded himself on her body and soul. He would not cheapen their joining by rutting with her like some untried youth.  

―Liliana—‖  

She  huffed  a  huge  sigh  and  leaned  against  his  chest,  her breathing ragged. ―I know. I don‘t want it to be like this either. But I want you so badly I can hardly bear it.‖  

―Soon,‖ he said. ―I‘ll find a place for us to be alone, I promise.‖  

She linked her arm in his and gave him a smile that melted his heart. ―And if you break that promise, I might just have to break your legs.‖  

**** 

Joseph  had  just  poured  a  brandy  and  settled  in  the  leather wingback in the drawing room when Liliana stormed through the doorway, slamming the door behind her.  

―Goddess,‖  she  said.  ―Save  me  from  your  mother‘s  ideas  of propriety. If she and the maids had their way, we‘d be carting the entire contents of each of your sisters‘ wardrobes. I had to put my foot down and tell them one portmanteau each.‖  

―Better you than me.‖  

―She should be resting. But does she listen to me?‖  

―I imagine the answer is no.‖  

―She  is  the  most  stubborn,  annoying,  courageous  woman  I‘ve 
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ever had the misfortune to meet.‖  

He almost said ―Remind you of anyone in particular?‖ but had the good sense to bite his tongue.  

 She  flung  herself  onto  his  lap  and  heaved  a  sigh,  curling  into his  chest  like  a  contented  kitten.  He  stroked  her  calf.  His  hand drifted  to  her  knee,  higher,  to  the  juncture  of  her  thighs.  He fondled her cleft through her drawers, and she bent her legs more to give him better access.  

―Wanton,‖ he said. ―I should chastise you for such behavior.‖  

She wrapped her arms about his neck and nuzzled his ear. ―Yes, please.‖  

All good sense fled. His mother and sisters would be awhile yet. It would take time for the Council to discover Darien Godwin‘s fate and  rally  to  move  against  them.  They  had  time.  He  would  make time. He stroked her, eliciting a moan and a wriggle of her bottom that made his cock twitch.  

―Ahem.‖  

He  glanced  over  Liliana‘s  shoulder.  His  mother  stood  in  the doorway.  

He whipped his hand from beneath Liliana‘s skirts. She tried to jump from his lap but he held her tight, refusing to relinquish her. It was that or being forced to locate a cushion to cover his raging erection.  

Esther‘s lips twitched. ―We‘re ready to depart,‖ she announced.  

―Uh,  of  course,  Mother.‖  He  hoped  a  change  of  subject  would wipe  the  knowing  gleam  from  her  eyes.  ―I  meant  to  tell  you  that Cook and her husband have promised to look out for Faith.‖  

―If  she  will  let  them,‖  Esther  said.  ―Wretched  girl.  Still,  she‘s made  her  bed  and  now  she  must  lie  in  it.‖  Her  eyes  were suspiciously bright, giving lie to her apparent unconcern over her oldest daughter‘s decision. 
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―As  for  Beri  and  the  other  undesirables  we‘ve  locked  away,‖ Liliana said, ―the staff will deal with them when we are well gone from  here.‖  Her  voice  was  calm,  but  her  face  flushed  with embarrassment. She shifted in his lap and bit back a squeak when his cock nudged her bottom. 

―Very good,‖ Esther agreed. ―And Liliana?‖  

―Yes, Esther?‖  

―I trust you‘ll let my son make an honest woman of you.‖  

Liliana  pressed  a  kiss  to  Joseph‘s  cheek.  ―I  promise  to  think about it.‖  

He  blinked.  ―Eh?  There  is  no think  about  it.  You‘ll  marry  me, and that‘s final.‖  

―Perhaps.‖  

He frowned. ―We love each other. Why—?‖  

―I  have  told  Abigail  you  are  married,‖  Esther  put  in.  ―I  would thank you not to disabuse her or her sisters of that notion.‖  

―Of  course,  Mother,‖  Joseph  said  smugly,  pinching  Liliana‘s waist to let her know she was beaten.  

She elbowed him in the stomach.  

―Good,‖  Esther  said.  ―Come,  Liliana.  I  have  found  a  suitable dress  for  you  to  wear.  You  can  hardly  go  about  dressed  like  a servant.‖  

The love of Joseph‘s life meekly rose from his embrace to trail after Esther. He was somewhat mollified when she paused in the doorway to raise her eyebrows in an insinuating fashion and blow him a kiss before she disappeared from view.  

He stifled a groan and tried to adjust his un-succored cock more comfortably  in  his  trousers.  With  his  family  and  Sethur  as unofficial chaperones, he would have to be very inventive indeed if he  was  to  get  Liliana  alone  and  ravage  her  as  thoroughly  as  he wanted.  
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He grinned. Luckily he could be very inventive indeed. 




Epilogue 

 

Captain  Talmai  strolled  along  the  path  toward  his  private quarters. The sun beat down on his unprotected head, soaking into his  muscles.  Despite  the  mind-numbing  heat  and  a  leisurely  few hours spent exploring the charms of his latest conquest, his senses were at full alert. He knew he was being watched.  

Pretending concern over a stone in his boot, he leaned against the wall of a confectionary store. He relaxed when he spotted the scruffy urchin sauntering up the street. He knew the boy and had used him occasionally as a messenger. This time, however, he had not requested the boy‘s services. Nor was he expecting a message. Or perhaps he was.  

He continued his leisurely stroll.  

He barely felt the boy lift the coin he‘d placed in his back pocket and  leave  a  folded  envelope  behind.  The  youngster  would  bear watching.  

He  entered  his  quarters,  bolting  the  door  behind  him  before examining the envelope. The handwriting was familiar. He leaned his  hip  against  his  desk  and  inhaled  deeply,  centering  his thoughts.  Two  choices.  Destroy  the  envelope  and  its  contents, thereby  truthfully  being  able  to  deny  all  knowledge  of  his daughter‘s  whereabouts.  Or  open  it  and  be  forced  to  lie convincingly  when,  inevitably,  Vashti  called  him  to  account  over the increasingly lengthy absence of her two most prized agents.  

It  had  been  a  month  since  reports  of  Darien  Godwin‘s  death reached Europan shores. Vashti wouldn‘t be placated much longer by news of infighting amongst the Anglian Council members and 
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widespread discontent amongst the Anglian populace.  

He smiled. He‘d always been an excellent liar. If he knew where Liliana had absconded to, then he could work behind the scenes to ensure  Vashti‘s  agents  were  misdirected.  He  would  give  his daughter  and  her  Scentinel  lover  the  best  possible  chance  of escape.  

He  opened  the  envelope,  and  when  he‘d  finished  deciphering the  coded  contents,  he  lit  a  match  and  burned  the  evidence.  He sprinkled  the  ashes  over  the  soil  of  a  cactus  plant  he  kept  on  his windowsill.  Then  he  poured  himself  a  large  brandy  and contemplated Liliana‘s choices. He couldn‘t fault her for choosing Joseph.  He  couldn‘t  be  angry  at  her  for  grasping  love  with  both hands and refusing to give it up. Better that than being serviced by countless men until she bore another Null for her Empress.  

But Vashti was a vindictive bitch when thwarted.  

―Run  far  and  fast,  my  daughter,‖  he  whispered,  trusting  the Goddess  would  communicate  his  thoughts  to  her—wherever  she was. He raised his glass. ―I hope he‘s worth it.‖  

**** 

A world away, Liliana awoke with a gasp from a dream so real that  she  expected  to  see  Talmai  perched  on  the  edge  of  her  bed, drink  in  hand.  She  reached  for  Joseph,  needing  reassurance  that he  was  still  lying  asleep  beside  her.  Her  questing  fingers encountered  a  bare  stomach.  He  twitched,  murmuring  as  he gathered her into his arms and settled her comfortably against his chest. His breathing pattern confirmed that he‘d drifted back into a true sleep.  

Liliana smiled at the ghost of her father. ―I promise you, Talmai, he is.‖  

 

The End 

Glossary of Anglian and Europan names, pronunciation 

 

and their meanings: 

 

Abiezer (AB-ee-EH-zer)—Helpful 

Abigail (AB-igg-ehl)—Source of joy 

Abihu (AB-eye-hoo)—Worshipper of God  

Ahlai (AH-lie)—Beautiful, ornamental 

Bashima (Bah-SHEE-ma)—Sweet-smelling, fragrant 

Beccalyn/Becca—Captivating, beautiful 

Beri (BEH-ree)—Wisdom 

Casiphia (Kass-IF-ee-a)—Silvery, gleaming 

Darien— Supporter, lord 

Eglah (EGG-la)—Heifer, a young cow 

Esther (ESS-ter)—Morning star 

Faith—Belief in God, acceptance of God‘s will  

Gershom (GER-shomm)—Exile, stranger 

Jakim (JA-kim)—Establisher 

Janna (JAN-nah)—To stick to, adhesion 

Jedida (Je-DIE-da)—Beloved 

Joseph—Increase, may God multiply 

Liliana—Flower 

Mallothi (MAL-a-thigh)—Talkative, loquacious 

Merari (Meh-RAH-ree)—Sad, bitter 

Midian (MID-ee-an)—Strife 

Ophira (Oh-FIR-a)—Gold 

Ozem (OHZ-em)—Strong 

Perath (PUR-ith)—The great river, sweet water 

Sethur (SE-thoor)—Hidden 

Silvia—Wood, from the forest 
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Talitha (TAL-ith-a)—Little maid 

Talmai (TAL-my)—Furrow, brave 

Thomas—Twin 

Vashti (VASH-tee)—Beautiful 




Mythical Europan Entities: 

 

Delilah (Deh-LIE-la)—Betrayer 

Inanna (I-NAN-na)—Goddess of love, fertility and war  

Lilith—Storm Demon, incarnation of lust 

Salacia (Sa-LA-Cee-Yah)—Goddess of the sea 

Salome (Sal-OH-me)—Seductress 




About The Author
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