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				Eliza’s Awakening
By Zaide Bishop

				It is the eve of the Longest Night. Eliza Baker and the rest of Lord Kempsly’s servants excitedly prepare for the lavish festival as their masters enjoy a head start on the debauchery that awaits. Eliza’s madly in love with Kell, a sweet, deliciously sexy guard. Kell returns her feelings, but is striving to make himself a worthy man before he asks Eliza’s father for permission to court her.

				To keep the Demon of Winter at bay, an offering must be made during the festival. As the event begins, Lord Kempsly informs Kell that he’s offering a special sacrifice this year, and Kell must escort the girl who will offer up her maidenhood for the enjoyment of the crowd. Another guest will select the maiden, and Kell realizes to his dismay the guest is Lord Rakin, a rich and handsome rogue who has his eye on Eliza. But little do any of the men suspect the burgeoning desire the ceremony is awakening in Eliza…

				15,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				Inspiration comes from the strangest places. Every month, I whine a little when my coworker in charge of production, Jenny Bullough, emails to tell me it’s time to write a new Dear Reader letter. “But, but, I don’t know what to write about,” I say. This month, I added to my whine, “People have been telling me they actually READ these letters. Now there’s PRESSURE.” To which Jenny replied:

				

				My usual offer still stands ;)

				Dear Reader,

				Angela is busy sunning herself on a beach somewhere; we’ll return to our regularly scheduled dear reader letter in August. Meanwhile, enjoy this book!

				~Jenny Bullough

				

				Unfortunately, since I write these letters months in advance, while this particular letter is going in the July books, and you’re perhaps reading this during the summer, the truth is, right now I’m dealing with allergy season, and not beach season. Though I did get to visit a beach in Florida a few weeks ago during a conference. Ahhh, memories…

				But I hope, for your sake, as you’re reading this, you are sunning yourself on some beach. With a tropical drink or frosty beer in hand. And a good-looking cabana person of your choice serving it. Oh, and no biting insects (our beach has biting insects and they hurt!).

				Still, I thank Jenny for the offer, and the inspiration to help me start off this letter. I have to admire the dedication of our authors who, every month, use their inspiration and write such fantastic stories that make great companions on the beach, by the pool, or even in your favorite reading spot indoors. This month, we have another creative and diverse group of releases for your reading pleasure.

				Kicking off the month is a sweeping historical romance from Laura Navarre. By Royal Command offers everything you’re looking for in a great historical read: rich historical details, sweeping passion, intrigue and, I don’t think I’m giving anything away by saying this, an amazing happy ending! Joining Laura in starting off our month of releases is debut author Kait Gamble with her fascinating science-fiction romance Liar’s Game. Meanwhile, KC Burn keeps readers in the detailed science-fiction universe of Spice ’n’ Solace with her follow-up super-hot-and-spicy erotic m/m novella Alien ’n’ Outlaw.

				Longing for a particularly delicious erotic romance to turn up the heat inside, while it’s hot outside? We’ve got you covered this month. In addition to Alien ’n’ Outlaw, check out erotic romance offerings from Delphine Dryden and Karen Erickson with The Theory of Attraction and A Scandalous Affair, respectively. And we’re proud to announce debut erotic romance author Samantha Ann King with her ménage novel Sharing Hailey, and debut author Zaide Bishop with her erotic historical novella Eliza’s Awakening.

				Meanwhile, Michelle Garren Flye offers a compelling and emotional contemporary romance, Where the Heart Lies.

				Also this month, join Allegra Fairweather in another paranormal adventure in Island of Secrets by Janni Nell. And make sure you check out Jeffe Kennedy’s Rogue’s Pawn, which kicks off her new fantasy romance series!

				Other returning Carina Press authors this month include Natasha Hoar with The Ravenous Dead, the next installment in her Lost Souls series; Dee J. Adams’s Dangerously Close, which continues the high-octane Adrenaline Highs series; Anne Marie Becker, bringing you another slightly creepy and very suspenseful romance in Avenging Angel; and Hunter Raines with the paranormal m/m romance Sight Unseen.

				In addition to Samantha Ann King, Kait Gamble and Zaide Bishop, we’re proud to introduce another debut author, R.L. Naquin. If you enjoy your urban fantasy with a cheeky edge and a sense of humor, while offering the urban fantasy and romantic elements you love, make sure to check out Naquin’s debut novel, Monster in My Closet.

				I hope you these July 2012 releases as much as we do. And that you really do have a cabana person to wait on you ;)

				Remember, we love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress
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				“Eliza, hurry with those cakes or Lord Kempsly will personally tan your hide!”

				Eliza hurried past Amberlyn, the cook, before the plump, flour-dusted woman could strike her with the ladle. The cakes in question were steaming hot, already gathered on a silver platter and dusted with sugar that shimmered like snow on their fat, golden heads. She desperately hoped that Lord Kempsly’s guests would be too full to eat them all and that there would be leftovers for her and the other serving girls when the party was over. There was an excess of food, but nothing appealed to her quite as the little cakes did.

				“Yes, ma’am!” She scooped up the tray, tripping nimbly through the crowded kitchen, trying to avoid the flustered excitement of the other maids.

				The Longest Night was the busiest and most exciting event of the year. There would be a feast, dancing and a sacrifice, so the God of the Woods could protect the world from the Demon of Winter. There would be costumes and fine music—not to mention guests from all over Lorneswood and beyond. The kitchen staff had already been cooking for three whole days, and tonight all the keep staff were in pressed, starched uniforms and every pair of shoes was polished and shining. Lady Kempsly, Lord Kempsly’s wife and mistress of the keep, had given the maids flowers for their hair and Eliza could smell the fragrant lilies even amid the spicy aromas of the kitchen.

				She passed other girls, their brightly polished shoes making a clipped tapping noise on the stone floors.

				“The carriages have started to arrive,” Ylinda said, falling in beside Eliza with a platter full of dates and goat cheese. Ylinda was a dark-eyed creature with dusky skin and masses of black hair all tied back in a braid. She was elegant and mysterious, but quick to laugh and popular with the guards and stableboys. The opposite of Eliza’s tangerine freckles and strawberry blonde hair, so rich it was almost red. Yet they might as well have been sisters, for all the time they spent together. Sometimes Eliza wished they really were sisters, so she could have dark, smooth hair and that same willowy grace. Instead they were light and dark, sunny day and glossy night.

				“Are they all in costume?” Eliza asked.

				“Some of them. Most of them, I suppose, but you can still tell who they are. They want to look exotic and appealing, not like monsters on a theatre stage, I suspect.”

				“That’s boring.” Eliza rolled her eyes. “If I were a lady, I would wear a mask and stag horns and a big bear pelt and be Halen, the God of the Woods.”

				“You would be a very small God of the Woods,” Ylinda teased.

				“And I would still eat the most cakes.”

				They hurried down the corridors, their footfalls muffled by the thick red carpets that lined the floors around the Grand Hall. Still, Eliza walked on careful tiptoes as they crossed the threshold into the vast ballroom.

				She scarcely recognised it. Paraffin lanterns had been replaced with candles that lit up the room, bringing it to blazing life. Gauze curtains, fine as mist, were strung across the walls and over the doors—blue like winter skies. Glass decorations were everywhere, made to look like ice crystals, sparkling in the candlelight. The grand tapestries that depicted hunting and knights had been stripped away and replaced with scenes of dark forests and snow-crusted dells, as if they really were somewhere outside, in the wilds, preparing to feast and dance with the spirits of the trees.

				The banquet table shimmered with silverware. Most of the courses were already in place—rich and fragrant with spices that reminded her of the winter season. And, of course, behind it all, the main event—the solstice tree, decorated with sparkling balls of coloured glass, blown and painted eggs, strings of nuts and dried fruits, and delicate little birds made of lace and stuffed with eiderdown.

				The spits of roasting meat were in here, cooking over burning wood and open flame. It spared the meat the taint of the coal it would receive if it had been cooked in the kitchen, in front of the range. The ancient grand fireplace was large enough to walk a horse into and now the fire was built and the embers burning like tiger’s eyes as two brawny looking men tended the meats that turned there. It was so grand and awe-inspiring—and warm. Even with the icy decorations, the room was delightfully toasty from the fire and candles. Such a pleasant change from the weeks of dull, grey chill leading up to the Longest Night.

				“It’s beautiful.” She paused a moment to take it all in, but Ylinda hurried on to the table.

				“Come on, we’ll get it if they find us dawdling.”

				Eliza sighed and hurried on. “I wish we could find costumes and sneak in. We’d never forget it.”

				“We’d never forget the lashes we got for it in the morning either.” Ylinda laughed.

				“I just want to be part of it…” Eliza gave a little sigh.

				They put down their platters and started back the way they’d come. “Perhaps it would be fun,” Ylinda mused. “But you know it’s all debauchery and sin. It’s not like the parties we’ve known, where people drink, get drunk, fall over and praise the season. The lords make sacrifices.”

				“We always killed a dove in my home,” Eliza said. “My uncle Fen would feed it raisins and sunflowers all evening, then cut off its head and offer it to the God of the Woods. You have to, or someone will die before spring turns.”

				“The nobility offer different sacrifices. Rigori said they will be making an offering of flesh and seed. Lord Kempsly has promised to put on a show that none of them will ever forget.”

				“Oh, and we’ll miss it. We’ll probably be stuck in the kitchen while they’re all witnessing miracles.”

				Ylinda pulled a face. “Some miracles I can live without.”

				They turned back down the corridor, toward the kitchen and saw two of the keep guards in their red and black livery, trying to straighten the lapels and tassels on one another’s uniforms. They were doing a poor job. One was the sandy-haired Emerlin, but the other—the other made Eliza blush. Her heart started to pound, even before the young men looked up and noticed them.

				Kell’s thick black curls were always coming loose from the club he bound them in at the back of his neck. Tonight, two strands had already worked their way free and were softening the hard line of his jaw. She wanted to tuck them back in place, to tidy them up, but she would never dare. His big dark eyes met hers and he smiled. She was melting, all her insides pooling, hot, in the bowl of her hipbones.

				“Good evening,” Emerlin said, pretending he was tipping a hat to them. He was funny—so funny he could never be serious, even when he should be.

				“Have you seen the guests arriving?” Ylinda asked. “Who has the best costume?”

				“We should be at the doors,” Kell said. His voice was always soft. “We’re late.”

				In a moment of boldness, Eliza reached up to carefully smooth his lapels and straightened the bronze stars pinned to his chest. Their eyes met and she blushed again, biting her lip and looking at his buttons instead.

				“Thank you, Eliza.”

				“Eliza was just saying we should steal costumes and sneak into the party,” Ylinda told Emerlin. It was so easy for her to talk to men. “But then we’d have no escorts. Unless the two of you can pretend to be lords.”

				“It might almost be worth our punishment, which would probably be marching in the snow carrying live sheep.” Emerlin laughed. “And it would depend on what costume you’re planning on wearing and how much of you it covered. But Lord Kempsly would see to it that it was the last time I ever saw a woman in my whole miserable life and you’d miss me.”

				“I think I could find a way to carry on,” Ylinda said drily, but Eliza could see how she leaned toward Emerlin.

				“Who would you go as?” Kell asked Eliza.

				“The God of the Woods,” she said, uncharacteristically shy.

				“You’re far too summery to be a spirit of coldness and death.” He smiled.

				She blushed, her tongue tangled and thick in her mouth. She wanted to say something sweet or flattering. Even a ‘thank you’ would have been better than staring at him dumbly, but her wit always fled while he was nearby. All he had to do was glance at her to set her loins smouldering and her skin tingling. His compliment was too much for her heart and underclothes to bear. A sudden shriek from the kitchen made Ylinda groan.

				“Amberlyn is losing her temper. Come, Eliza. Before she steps out and spots us.”

				“Bye,” she said to Kell, feeling foolish.

				He smiled goodbye and he and Emerlin walked away with their heads together, murmuring quietly.

				Ylinda caught her arm lightly and tugged her along. “If you were any more obvious you’d have fallen to your knees and unbuckled his trousers in the corridor,” she scolded.

				She blushed again. “I looked like a fool.”

				“You didn’t. But it’s hard for him to talk to you when you act like you’re going to explode when he looks at you. Relax a little and he’ll spend more time with you.”

				Eliza pulled a sour face. “It’s easy for you.”

				“Because I don’t have to dry out my pantalettes when a man so much as looks at me?”

				“Not any man. Just that one.”

				They hurried back into the kitchen and the floury chaos within. After the cool of the corridors, the heat of the kitchen—fuelled by hundreds of cakes baking and dozens of bodies all rushing around—was enough to make her start to sweat.

				“You two!” Amberlyn snapped, spotting Eliza and Ylinda as they stepped through the door. “Go down to the wine cellar and fetch up six bottles of claret. Quickly! The guests are coming inside and they will want drinks at once!”

				The girls nodded, hurrying out the way they had come. They continued to scramble until they were out of range of the kitchen and Amberlyn’s line of sight, then they slowed to a comfortable stroll.

				“Thank the gods for that.” Eliza grinned. “It was so hot in there.”

				“Come, let’s take the long route to the cellar. If we go upstairs we can look down on the arriving guests from the library balcony and see their costumes.”

				“Amberlyn will have us flogged,” Eliza said, though without any true concern.

				“We’ll say Lord Kempsly had us folding cloaks or fetching glasses.” Ylinda waved a dismissive hand. “Come.”

				They slipped up the narrow staircase reserved for servants and trotted quickly down the wide, elegantly decorated corridors. It was quiet tonight—and cold. With no one in this wing, the fires had not been lit and the stone walls radiated the chill night as if they were cut from ice. They slipped into the dark room. “I’ve never seen the library like this,” Eliza said.

				“It will be cheery again on the morrow.” Ylinda led the way across the handwoven rugs that padded the floor. The balcony doors were all glass to let in the light, though the only light now was the burning of paraffin lanterns on the road and all around the driveway, welcoming the guests to the door. There was no moon—it was covered with low, thick clouds, like so much cotton jammed up into the sky.

				They could see the carriages gliding in, drawn by fine horses that pranced in the light dusting of snow, lathered from their trek. As each carriage rolled into the entryway, grooms rushed to the horses with thick blankets to keep them warm while their masters and mistresses socialised. The drivers would probably not fare so well. They had to bring their own blankets.

				The lords were mostly rich and stout, and their ladies were elegant and young. Here and there someone broke the mould. The Lady Elsalane was grey-haired and thin-lipped, but still as graceful as a panther. Her sleek dress with its white fur trim was just as elegant as the outfits on the younger women and many would argue that she wore the style better. Her lord was a young, well-built man at least twenty years her junior. His trousers were very tight. They passed out of sight, arm in arm, vanishing into the keep.

				“Is that Lord Rakin?” Ylinda pointed to a carriage of deep mahogany and brass as the horses trotted up the drive. They were fiery chestnuts—the same colour as their master’s hair. While their manes were cropped and their tails docked, his hair was long and sleek, falling around his shoulders and pooling on the seat and his lap.

				“It must be…” Eliza agreed. Lord Rakin was heir to the Justfield estate and would be coming into an unrivalled fortune when his sickly grandfather passed away. He was unmarried, though as rumour had it, not for lack of good offers. Young ladies were falling at his feet for the chance to be his bride.

				“He’s so handsome,” Ylinda said.

				She nodded in agreement as the young lord stepped from his carriage. Rakin had high cheekbones and eyes so green she could make them out from the balcony, but his angular features made him look cruel and his stance was too stiff and overconfident for her liking. She would rather wed Kell than the heir of Justfield.

				“He’s hardly got a costume at all, though,” Eliza said, frowning.

				“He’s carrying a mask. I saw it.”

				She sniffed, unimpressed. “I wanted to see bear claws made of steel, fitted to hairy gloves. And big headdresses made of antlers and bones.”

				“Me too, but they couldn’t very well ride up in them. Perhaps they’ll put such adornments on inside.”

				“Not much of a masquerade then, is it?” Eliza chuckled. “Come on, let’s fetch the wine.”

				They scurried back the way they had come and down the wide, cold corridors to the cellar door. The steps were steep and carved from stone, leading down into a confusing maze of archways, shelves and little rooms that could be a nightmare to hunt through if you did not know them well. Some of the girls were scared of the cellar and claimed it was the haunt of ghosts and escaped murderers—but those were the girls who’d come from villages a few towns over. Eliza had spent too much of her childhood playing in the keep while her mother worked to be afraid of the cellar. When she was a girl, she had made fortresses down here with old sheets, playing at knights, dragons and princesses. The closest things to ghosts in the cellar were the numerous queen cats that came down here to give birth and, honestly, who could be afraid of newborn kittens?

				As the girls started down the steps—treading carefully and walking almost sideways to avoid a tumble—Eliza heard a mewling noise. Perhaps it was one of the cats—though none were due to birth now; kittens were for summer.

				However, when the noise came again, both girls froze without a word. This time the breathy whimper was undoubtedly human.

				They exchanged silent glances and Ylinda put down the lantern on the step soundlessly. The brightness would see them to the bottom of the stair without betraying their presence.

				Eliza took a step forward as quietly as she could, but Ylinda hesitated, shaking her head, her waves of dark hair falling forward to frame her big frightened eyes. Eliza grinned and took her hand, coaxing her down, one step at a time, until they stood on the basement floor.

				The sounds were coming from one of the small chambers off to their left—urgent and breathless. The cellar was dark as pitch, but for the orange lantern light spilling from the archway. She felt her way slowly across the floor with the toe of her shoe, not wanting to fall over something unseen in her path. From the far side of the arch, no one would be able to see them in the darkness. They could see, without being seen.

				The sight that greeted them froze them in place.

				Lord Kempsly and Lady Kempsly were there together. Lady Kempsly, with her thick chocolate curls and regal bearing, was bent awkwardly over a huge, old clothing chest with a curved lid—her backside thrust up toward the ceiling, skirts hiked up over her back. Her breasts, full and heavy, were hanging loose from her corset. The collar of her fine velvet gown—the one in deep russet and gold—was unbuttoned and yanked down, baring her pale flesh to the chill air.

				Lord Kempsly stood close behind her, one hand on her back, pinioning her as he stroked his hand across the blue satin of her drawers. He was in his grey tailcoat, dressed as if he were about to greet his guests. Which is exactly what he should have been doing. What they both should have been doing. He wore a jewelled and feathered mask—grey and white, moonstone and smoky quartz, made to look like a storm owl. Eliza couldn’t see his expression, but she could see the urgent bulge in the front of his trousers and the languid way his fingertips walked across his wife’s expensive underclothes.

				As the lord pressed his fingers against the azure material, it started to darken with moisture and Lady Kempsly squirmed and whimpered again. She tried to rise; bracing her hands against the chest below her, but Lord Kempsly pressed between her shoulders more firmly and slapped his hand across her buttock with a stinging snap.

				“Stay.”

				She flinched and whined, and he began to stroke the damp patch again, spreading it wider and wider on the fine fabric. Lady Kempsly’s eyes were squeezed closed, her mouth open with despair. Her chest heaved with each shuddering breath and her wide, dark nipples were hardened to stiff pebbles, trembling with each touch of the lord’s hand on her behind.

				“Please.” Her voice was just a whisper. “Oh Gods, please…”

				Eliza’s heart was beating very hard and her stomach was in knots. She wanted to look away, but her eyes kept being drawn back to the scene before her. Lady Kempsly had always been so self-assured and confident. She was never cruel, but no servant in the keep was foolish enough to get onto her bad side. Eliza had always thought she controlled her husband too, the way she handled the accounts and correspondence without ever deferring to him or seeking his counsel. When she demanded things he always nodded quietly and said ‘Yes, dear,’ with a tone that was part affection, part exasperation.

				Eliza had never imagined the lord would drag Lady Kempsly to the basement and assault her—it was as if he had become some sort of madman. She wondered if they should run for help, but she was rooted in place—breath shallow, a funny feeling in the pit of her stomach, as if something warm and slippery was making its way down through her belly and out between her thighs.

				“That’s it,” Lord Kempsly commanded, his voice little more than a purr. “Beg. Plead with me. No one can hear you down here.”

				“We should be upstairs,” Lady Kempsly whimpered. “The guests are arriving, we—” She gasped as the lord pressed his hips against her, reaching around her body to grasp at her breasts, rolling both nipples between his thumbs and forefingers—his still-clothed form mounting her from behind like a dog on a bitch.

				Her gasp became a deep moan, almost a cry of pain, as he tugged on those stiff gems of flesh.

				“Gods, Jayden. You are driving me to madness. Please,” she begged. “Please, no more.”

				Ylinda’s fingers touched Eliza’s elbow and trailed down to her wrist. A static shock raced through her skin and her breath caught in her throat. Her own nipples were hard against the material of her clothes and as she jerked in surprise, their sensitive flesh caught on the fabric, sending needles of pleasure into her core. Her quim felt swollen and shame radiated through her, hot as a red coal.

				Here was her mistress, bent over and helpless, being assaulted by the man who married her and swore to protect her, and she was wet and burning from watching. She was practically a criminal, betrayed and made guilty by her own body.

				“Please, is it?” Lord Kempsly mocked. He let go of her breasts and righted himself, pinning her with one hand again and grasping the top of her fine underclothes in the other. In one swift motion, he yanked them down around her knees—baring her from hip to ankle. Her sex was pink, swollen and wet—framed all around with tight dark curls. Above it, the generous domes of her buttocks were spread and jiggling, doing nothing to hide the amber star of her arsehole. Eliza could see it all, every shivering inch.

				Lord Kempsly placed his hand over his wife’s lower lips, his middle finger resting against her secret nub—the turgid button of her pearl that Eliza could see peering through the folds.

				He pushed and Lady Kempsly gave a hoarse cry that was almost a sob, her hips pressed back hard against his hand.

				“Patience.” He folded one long index finger back and thrust it between her pink folds, questing for that secret entrance.

				She groaned, deep and loud.

				“Yes… Like that,” he said, his index finger moving in and out, his middle finger beating a light rhythm against her nub.

				“Don’t make me wait,” Lady Kempsly groaned, her words punctuated with jerks and gasps. “Everyone will be wondering where we are.”

				“Must you rush everything, woman?” He thrust another finger into her, twisting side to side. His wife pushed back, burying his digits deeper and deeper.

				“Yes,” she hissed. “Jayden.”

				The lord grunted with frustration, withdrawing his fingers from inside her and slicking the juice onto his trousers. Suddenly in a rush, he fumbled with his trousers, almost popping the buttons off in his urgency to open his fly.

				His cock bounced into the light. A swollen sword—veined and weeping. Lady Kempsly tried to push herself up again, to turn and look, but he forced her down with a firm hand. With his other, he grasped his member and guided it to her slit. Vigorously, he rubbed the head up and down the length of her folds, slathering himself with her juices and making her squeal and gasp and struggle.

				“Now, Gods, now! Jayden, I need you…!” Her head was tossing to and fro as she tried to wriggle out from under him and take control. However, compared to her lord husband she was delicate and willowy—she lacked the strength to escape his grasp and he continued his ministrations with only a grunt of annoyance.

				Then, without any warning at all, he speared into her—burying his cock to the hilt in her quim. She cried out, sobbing with need and clutched her own breasts, squeezing the pale flesh until it bulged between her fingers.

				“Lady,” Lord Kempsly breathed. He pulled back, only to thrust back into her—harder than before. His trousers sunk lower and Eliza could see his puckered balls and dark hairy thighs as he pounded against Lady Kempsly.

				Lady Kempsly cried out as if in pain, her body shuddering over and over with violent contractions, her head thrown back, legs splayed in hopeless abandon.

				Her lord bared his teeth, thrusting hard, as unthinking as any animal. His hands gripped her arse, squeezing the tender flesh so hard it must bruise. His wife’s cries gave him no pause as he pumped her, harder and faster. Then he cried out, his head thrown back, buried as deep as he could go in his lady wife. For one long moment, he froze—then he sank down, still inside her, wrapping his arms around her to hold her as they lay over the chest. The tenderness confused Eliza as much as all that had come before. “I love you,” Lady Kempsly breathed. Lord Kempsly found his feet and tugged her upright so they were both standing. He wrapped her in his arms and kissed her, smearing semen and her own juices onto her dress as it fell into place around her.

				“My sun,” he sighed. “My stars. My whole world.”

				Eliza was frightened, of their intimacy, of the way they looked at one another. To her the coupling had seemed brutal, violent even. Now they were acting as if this was love.

				Suddenly Ylinda was squeezing her hand so hard she almost cried out. She looked to her friend and saw Ylinda’s wide, panicked eyes. Ylinda pointed to the stairs with urgent jabs of her finger.

				Quickly, she mouthed. They’ll see us.

				Eliza stood a moment, mute, then she nodded and hand in hand they scrambled across the stone floor, racing quietly to the door. But not quietly enough.

				“Who’s there?” Lord Kempsly demanded and she could hear his shoes on the flagstones. She and Ylinda were already at the bottom of the stairs though and they gave up their attempts at silence, pounding up the steps as fast as their feet would carry them.

				She slowed for the lantern on the stair, but Ylinda kept dragging her before she could grab it and they fled up the last few stairs, stumbling over steps. As they burst into the corridor, Eliza heard Lord Kempsly begin to mount the stairs, then a pause, and Lady Kempsly’s giggle. Neither Eliza nor Ylinda slowed, galloping down the corridors, taking heedless twists and turns until they were deep in the west wing of the house, surrounded by empty and silent guest rooms.

				Ylinda had been ahead of her most of the way, pulling her along. The bones of her finger felt crushed.

				They caught their breath in the near darkness as she flexed her fingers and tried to calm the frantic beating of her heart.

				“That was awful.”

				“Awful?” Ylinda studied Eliza with her big dark eyes.

				“The way he held her down. She was begging him and he didn’t stop.”

				Ylinda snorted. “I don’t think ‘stopping’ is what she was begging him for, Eliza.”

				“What do you mean?” she demanded.

				Ylinda gave her an exasperated look. “Don’t be naïve, Eliza. Damn, we don’t have the wine.”

				“They’ll go upstairs soon, won’t they?” Eliza chewed her lip. “They can’t stay down there all night.”

				“And we can’t hide all night either.”

				“If we go back like we’re just coming that way for the first time, they’ll think it was someone else who caught them,” Eliza suggested.

				“Let’s just wait a bit. We don’t even have a candle—they’ll know it was us if we go down there without any light.”

				They huddled a while in the corridor. Eliza pondered what they had seen. Ylinda had called her naïve and it galled her. She was nineteen, twenty in the spring. She was still a maiden, and it was expected that she should be until her wedding night. But that didn’t make her naïve, did it? She knew what cocks were and where men stuck them. But surely wedded couples made love in bed, face to face, not bent over clothing chests in the cellar.

				The farrier’s son and one of the kitchen girls had been caught in the barn the season past. They were engaged now—though they might not have been if they hadn’t been caught. However, they were bad. Giving in to lust and passion was no virtue.

				Was it?

				Ylinda rose to her feet. “They must be gone by now. And we’ll be missed for sure. We’re going to get flogged for this and it’s not even our fault.”

				Eliza trailed along behind her. Their lantern was at the top of the stair, beside the door. Someone had turned it down low, but it was still burning. Timidly, they turned up the flame and ventured down the stairs again.

				It was all dark this time—nothing stirred but a hunting tomcat—and they fetched the wine they had been sent for and hurried back up the way they had come. Over the smell of the paraffin though, over the dark, cold stone smell of the cellar, she was certain she could still detect the lingering odour of sex.

				* * *

				“Lady Kempsly and Lord Kempsly are missing,” Rigori, the steward, whispered to Kell and Emerlin. Rigori was wringing his hands, his forehead beaded with sweat. He had a sitting room full of lords and their companions to entertain and no hosts to greet them.

				Emerlin snorted. “Have you checked between their sheets?”

				“Oh, ha ha,” Rigori said bitterly. “You just have to stand here at the door. Those snobby pricks don’t want to talk to me. And they don’t much like being kept waiting either.”

				Kell and Emerlin had been watching the steady procession of gentlemen and gentlewomen, all dressed up in their finery and new gowns. Most of them had porters trailing along behind them, puffing as they hauled chests or bags or trunks with the rest of their masters’ costumes inside. Most of the lords already had their masks on, of course, but there would be more elaborate headgear and plumage to add, which would have been impossible to wear in their carriages. Not to mention cold, as most of them arrived in thick furs or coats. Now they were all in much less modest attire.

				“Let them talk to one another,” Kell said flatly. “Just ask some of the serving girls to bring in whatever wine they’re supposed to be drinking first. They can ogle each other’s companions and get drunk and they won’t even notice Lord Kempsly is late.”

				“Or they can ogle the serving girls,” Emerlin laughed.

				Kell frowned. He didn’t want them ogling the serving girls. Not that many of them were much to write home about, but there were a few that a hot-blooded man could look at all day. And one in particular that he would prefer no one ogled at all.

				Another carriage arrived and Kell and Emerlin stood up straight, trying to look regal and fierce, as if they were guards at Queen Victoria’s palace gates instead of just guarding the doors to a keep in the depths of the moors with their bracken and heather and mist.

				A grey-haired lord with a sagging gut and a beautiful doe-eyed girl who could have been his daughter strode by together. Rigori rushed to greet them, offering compliments to the lord and trying to engage him in a conversation about the weather. The girl paused to flutter her long lashes at Kell, but he was too busy brooding to return her smile.

				Emerlin glanced at him when they had passed. “You look like you’re sucking on a lemon. What is it?” He paused and then grinned. “Are you cross because those lords might be looking at Eliza?”

				His shoulders stiffened and he felt his cheeks go hot.

				“Don’t talk about her. It’s distracting.”

				“But you don’t want her distracting anyone else?”

				“Those lords have their own women. They’re all pretty and dressed in fancy clothes. What do they want mine for?” Kell cast a glare at his friend.

				Emerlin laughed. “She ain’t yours. She can’t even talk to you.”

				He sighed a little. Emerlin was right. Eliza wasn’t his. He hadn’t even asked for her father’s permission to court her and they’d certainly never been alone before. Emerlin didn’t understand, though. He was fond of girls. Fond of Eliza’s dearest friend, Ylinda, who was pretty enough and nice enough, if you liked flirty girls like that. But Emerlin had never looked at a girl and seen what Kell saw in Eliza.

				She was like the warmth of summer sun, even on the chilliest of winter mornings. During the day her hair was spun from gold and rubies, and in the candlelight it was as soft as pink silk. Freckles dusted her shoulders and her nose and the flawless smooth skin from her collarbone from the curve of her breasts. In the summer, when the fat horseflies hummed in the muggy air, she would tuck her skirts into her waistband and wade out into the stream with the other girls to laugh and catch tadpoles and tiny silver fish.

				That was the Eliza he liked best: laughing tadpole Eliza, and sometimes, almost invisible shy Eliza, when it snowed and she was so rugged up he could only see her nose and cheeks, pink with cold.

				Where he was dark and dedicated and sombre, she was light and laughter and big green eyes. He wished he knew better how to make her smile, but it was Emerlin and the boys who were the clever jesters. Kell had sisters and they all laughed too much in his opinion. He hadn’t cared about making girls laugh at all until Eliza. She would be his, if she wanted to be. Lord Kempsly always gave the staff bonuses after the Longest Night, to spare them any hardship in the winter. He planned to save his, and come spring, his uncle had promised him the wedge of land between the glade and the pond, all the way up to the crest of the hill.

				He was going to build a house there, on the rise. With savings and a home, he’d be worthy. But only—only if his little sister Nana got better. She had been sick for weeks now and the doctor had been called twice. If she did not get better, there would be no savings in spring—he would spend all he had on medicine and doctor’s visits. His mother worked washing clothes in the stream, but it would be frozen over soon and most weeks his pay was the only money coming in.

				“You’re thinking too hard again.” Emerlin rolled his eyes.

				“Sorry. You don’t think, if something really bad happened tonight, that we would lose our bonuses, do you?”

				“Perhaps if we set the table on fire, but I wasn’t planning to play with any candles. Are you thinking about what the girls said? About dressing up and joining the party?” Emerlin grinned. “Because that probably would cost us our bonuses. And then some.”

				“No,” Kell paused. “I was thinking about Nana.”

				Emerlin frowned. “Is she any better?”

				“Still coughing. And so weak.”

				“If word comes from town and you have to go tonight, I’ll cover for you,” Emerlin promised. Kell smiled a little. Emerlin was a ratbag, but he was a good friend when it mattered.

				“Hopefully not. I just want everything to go well, so Lord Kempsly gives us a big bonus.”

				“It will.” Emerlin grinned again. “How could any lord be unhappy with the show they have planned for tonight?”

				* * *

				The party was in full swing. Those who had arrived in regular attire had transformed themselves into myth and beast between the foyer and the banquet, and now Cyndirmere, the Saint of Shadows, danced gaily with Ulbouroth, the Demon of Winter. Delicate masks of feathers and silk, molten silver, carved wood or even fashioned bone, hid recognisable features and made familiar acquaintances mysterious and dangerous.

				The heat of so many bodies had taken the chill from the room and they had stripped off their thick coats and furs, allowing for costumes both erotic and outrageous. Men danced, animal tails swaying between their legs, and women with horns and goat ears laughed prettily in dresses that plunged to the curve of their buttocks.

				Eliza had never seen so much skin and glamour. The lights made jewels gleam and the tables seemed to groan under the weight of the food. Everything was perfume, roasting meat, sugar and glittering gems.

				It was all so beautiful, so overwhelming, that she half-feared to be among it—but no sooner had Ylinda and she delivered the wine then Amberlyn ordered them to take up trays and mingle in the crowd, offering crystal goblets of blood-red wine to the guests.

				Even in her fresh-pressed uniform, even with the sweet smelling lily in her hair, she felt underdressed in the crowd. These elegant, high-bred women made her feel ugly and awkward.

				She saw Kell, standing at attention—playing the honour guard, even though there was really no need for one. The guests were all friends of Lord Kempsly and there would be few hostilities beyond the odd catty word. Somehow he looked regal, with his dark hair and darker eyes. He didn’t stare, but she could see how his eyes lingered on the full, exposed cleavage of the young ladies. Normally she would have gone to him, at least to offer him a drink or some food. She didn’t want him to look at her right now—all he would see was how she paled in comparison to their beauty and sexual charms. It made a hard lump form in the back of her throat.

				“Aren’t you a precious little thing?” a smooth voice purred.

				She blinked, turning to find Lord Rakin looking down on her. She knew him by his long red hair and the green eyes that peered at her from the wolf’s mask he wore. The mask fit snugly to his face and his eyes were lined with kohl, so it looked as if his eyes truly were those of the mask, cunning and cruel.

				“My lord, would you like some wine?” She bowed her head slightly.

				“I have some, as you can see.” He held up a crystal goblet that had been hidden by the tray she carried.

				“Is it to your taste, my lord?”

				“Very much so.” She couldn’t see his lips, but she could hear his amusement. “Your hair is such a pretty colour. Blonde, just blushing red. And those freckles. That porcelain skin. Such beauty is wasted on a serving girl.”

				She bit her cheeks to stop herself from glaring at him—the double-edged nature of the compliment had not gone over her head. “I shall wish upon the eve that my beauty be stripped and given to someone more deserving,” she said flatly. The young lord laughed.

				“I’ve insulted you.”

				“It’s your birthright. That’s why they call you lord.”

				“Accept my apology anyway. What do they call you?”

				“Eliza,” she confessed. “Eliza Baker.”

				“And how old are you?”

				“Twenty.” She paused. “Come spring.”

				“Spring is only half a season away,” he said, sounding obnoxiously smug.

				She could smell him, standing so close. He smelt like leather and cloves, male musk and some sweet exotic perfume. Despite his insult, he was making her blush and she wondered if he really did think she was pretty. Not that she was changing her mind about him. Kell was more desirable, and Lord Rakin seemed to take his pleasure in making others uncomfortable.

				“I should—” Eliza intended to make her excuses and continue to serve the drinks, but he touched her arm.

				“No, stay. You’re the only maiden here not trying to marry me. I would like more of your company.”

				She felt exasperated, but tried not to show it. “How do you know I don’t want to marry you? If everyone is so keen, why not me?”

				“I’ve seen you looking at that young man,” Lord Rakin indicated Kell with a jerk of his chin. She wanted to curse, wondering how long the lord had been stalking her before he made his approach. She knew he was making her a plaything, but there wasn’t much she could do about it unless Lord Kempsly, Lady Kempsly or even Amberlyn ordered her away.

				“Are you sure?” She feigned innocence.

				“Quite sure. And he is a handsome young man. Of your station, too, I think. A good match for a young maiden, perhaps. If he felt the same way.”

				“I wouldn’t know,” she said sullenly.

				“If only there was some way to find out. Perhaps a little bird might whisper all his secrets in my ear.” He changed the subject abruptly. “What do you know about the events your lord and lady have planned for this evening?”

				She shrugged. “It’s a surprise. For the staff as much as the guests. I am not privy to the secrets of the house.”

				“Indeed?”

				“I’ve heard there will be a sacrifice.”

				“Have you?” She could almost hear his grin widening under the mask. “Of what nature?”

				“In my house we always killed a dove.” She frowned. “I heard Queen Victoria has a stag killed and they all dine on venison, but we only have roasting boar. A piglet, perhaps? Bull sacrifices are for summer, so it can’t be a calf.”

				“Blood sacrifices are for traditionalists. And that would be a poor description of your Lord Kempsly. This is an event of lascivious excess, my little Eliza. Such an event calls for a more licentious sacrifice.”

				“Rakin,” Lord Kempsly appeared by her side and she breathed a quick sigh of relief. He would dismiss her and distract Lord Rakin before the young lord tried to talk her into visiting the stables to discuss the meaning of the word ‘licentious.’

				“Lord Kempsly. Quite the party. I’m glad I came here instead of Widow Riveremeade’s event. She promised gypsy dancers, but they’d probably just have given us all lice.”

				“I’m glad you are finding the evening to your liking,” Lord Kempsly said with a slight roll of his eyes.

				“Of course, we are all really here for the main event. Tell me, have you selected your sacrifice for the night?”

				Eliza tried to take her leave and slip away, but Lord Rakin deftly blocked her escape with his body.

				“I have had some thoughts on the matter,” Lord Kempsly indicated the room at large. “I have quite a full stable.”

				“So I see.”

				Stable? The idea that they might kill one of the horses horrified her.

				“My lord.” Normally she was comfortable around Lord Kempsly. He was a fair man and never unreasonable. However tonight, after watching him mount his wife like a feral dog, she could not meet his gaze. “May I?” She indicated her desire to leave.

				He waved her off. “Of course.”

				“But—” Lord Rakin instructed her from behind his snarling wolf mask, “—don’t go far.”

				Kell bristled. He could see the blunt hunger in Lord Rakin’s eyes, the way his gaze lingered on Eliza’s hips, breasts and lips. The man was rich, powerful and handsome, just the kind of man who thought he could have whatever he wanted; be it a fine mare or a fine woman, he would mount them both if they struck his fancy. He would have liked nothing more than to stalk across the room and punch the roguish lord right in the mouth.

				That was the sort of crime they would hang a man like Kell for, though.

				That alone might not be enough to stop him if Lord Rakin put his hands on Eliza. However, if something happened to him, then his whole family was at risk. His sisters and mother would have no one to care for them. He swallowed his anger and let it sit, hot and restless, in his belly.

				“You are a tall, dark and handsome stallion, aren’t you?”

				The young woman who had glided to his side wore a mask and a velvet gown in the deepest of violets with a neckline that plunged almost to her navel. The material sat snugly against the wide, womanly curve of her hips. Behind the mask her hair was a silky cascade of brown.

				He recognised her, despite her mask. She was the Countess of Hammond, married for less than a year to an earl who was going on sixty and so frail he looked like a sapling tree, plodding around in his fine red cape.

				His son and only heir had died nine years earlier and this new wife was an old man’s last attempt to secure a new heir—though rumour was the old man wasn’t quite managing to satisfy the hungers of a young woman.

				Kell inclined his head politely, not wanting to greet her by name when this was supposed to be a masquerade party. Everyone knew everyone, but they seemed to be having a lot of fun pretending they didn’t. Flirting with a keep guard like him was clearly part of the game.

				“Don’t you speak?”

				“Of course, my, uh, lady.”

				“Such a deep, husky voice.” She fingered his buttons.

				“Thank you?”

				“A dark-eyed, dark-haired creature like you. You must be gypsy stock.”

				He tensed a little. There still wasn’t much love for gypsies in these parts. “My family have been settled in Eaststock for five generations. We have land here. None of my blood has been of the wandering folk for centuries.”

				She shook her head. “They say my husband had dark hair like yours in his day. Hard to imagine now, isn’t it?” Her smile was teasing and she walked her fingers up his breastbone. “Never mind. Such a glorious evening doesn’t require tales about old men. We are here to pay homage to Halen, the God of the Woods. It’s certainly not old men who keep the Demon of Winter at bay, hmm? It’s young, hot flesh.”

				His eyes were drawn to the curve of her breasts, smooth and milky. They didn’t have any freckles like Eliza’s did, and without them, the countess’s porcelain skin seemed plain. Still, a breast was a breast and as the countess shifted, the velvet fabric caressed her skin and he imagined a sudden movement might reveal a nipple.

				“As you say.” He forced himself to look away.

				“I wonder—” she slipped closer to him,”—if you might be able to help me with a somewhat personal matter.”

				He chewed his lip. “Uh, mayhap, but I am on duty. I have orders to stay right here.”

				“I know, but I can’t find the retiring room. Twice I’ve been told it’s down the hall and twice I’ve been unable to locate it. Please, won’t you show me the way?”

				He sighed inwardly. He didn’t want to risk Lord Kempsly looking over and seeing he wasn’t at his post. “Of course” He bowed his head slightly. “It’s this way.”

				He glanced at Lord Kempsly, but he seemed well distracted, so perhaps he would not notice Kell’s absence at all. He opened the door into the corridor for the countess, following her through into the much colder, much quieter corridor.

				The countess shivered, wrapping her arms around herself.

				“It’s not so warm away from the fire and the other guests,” he apologised.

				“Body heat does make all the difference,” she agreed.

				He led the way down the corridor, to the left, past a long row of windows that looked out over the moor. The clouds hid the stars and there was only darkness out there, as if there was no world at all beyond the keep.

				The toilets were down a set of stairs, on the ground floor, but the countess had no interest in them when he indicated the door. Instead, she pressed her pale, almost bare flesh against his chest and put her arms around his neck. “Do you know how lonely it is for a woman like me to be married to an old, lame man?”

				He was too shocked to pull away as she took his hand, pressing it against her breast. He could feel her nipple through the fabric, hard like a pebble. She pressed her lips to his and as her tongue slipped into his mouth, he could taste the wine she had been drinking—heady and sweet. He groaned as her tongue caressed his and he felt himself stiffen.

				Her hand found his cock through the front of his trousers and she began to rub firmly up and down, making him harder. He slipped his hand into her dress, caressing the smooth orb of her breast, catching her nipple in his fingers and rolling it. She whimpered, pressing herself against him. Her hips pushed against his leg.

				“More,” she groaned. “Suck it, then fuck me right here in the corridor. I need it.”

				He started to kiss his way down her neck, then stopped and carefully untangled himself from her clothes, catching her wrist and holding her at arm’s length.

				“I’m sorry,” he said. “You’re incredibly beautiful, but I can’t do this.”

				She looked stunned, then hurt, then angry. Then she slapped his face, hurriedly tucking her breast back into her dress.

				“What’s wrong with me?”

				“Nothing. Nothing is wrong with you. But I’m promised to another. I mean, I will be, when I ask her father.”

				Her eyes blazed behind her mask. “You’re turning me down for some woman you might propose to?”

				She slapped him again, harder this time.

				“The retiring room is still down there. Can you find your way back to the party?”

				She cursed him and said some words a proper lady shouldn’t know before stalking back up to the corridor. He waited a moment, willing his cock to soften again before he followed her. He could still taste her in his mouth and the memory of her breast in his hand would be enough to get him hard again for years to come, but there was what a man wanted and what was right.

				Besides, she wasn’t as beautiful as Eliza.

				He padded back down the corridor, hoping the rest of the evening would be completely uneventful.

				He almost didn’t see the other man lurking in the shadows of the corridor, just outside the grand hall. It was the snarling wolf mask that emerged from the shadows first and Kell started, hand going to the sword on his hip. For one moment he thought it was a demon—a man’s body with a growling dog head—it was only when he saw the long mane of coppery hair that he realised who it truly was.

				Lord Rakin, the same man who had been talking to Eliza with such hungry eyes not so long ago. If the scare hadn’t put him on edge, that memory did, and he felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle with unbidden hostility.

				“Pardon me, my lord.” He tried to step neatly around the other man.

				“I’m afraid I cannot,” Rakin said, sounding amused. “The countess just hurried past me in such a state. And now I find you so far from your station. I wonder what I should make of that?”

				“Nothing,” Kell said firmly. “She asked that I escort her down the corridor.”

				“And you did, it seems. Until you had her all alone, then what? What offence did you offer such a well-bred lady, I wonder? I daresay her husband will stuff and mount the cock of any man who causes his treasure harm.”

				He bristled, feeling his cheeks burning with shame and rage. “What are you accusing me of? I would never hurt a lady. Or a countess. Or any other woman beside.”

				Rakin smirked. “So why was the countess so upset?”

				“A misunderstanding,” he said stiffly. “And I will say no more. Perhaps you should focus your concern for the virtue of women on your own companion.”

				“I don’t have one.” Lord Rakin’s tone turned sly. “But I have noticed a young serving girl with strawberry hair—perhaps you know her? Elizabeth? Edna?”

				“Eliza.” Kell said it through gritted teeth. He could feel his pulse throbbing in his temple.

				“Eliza,” Lord Rakin said. “A blushing winter rose. And quite the personality…”

				“She’s promised to another,” he blurted, but then he wished he hadn’t lied. This rich cock of a lord could ask just about anyone, including Eliza herself, and get the truth of the matter.

				“Is she? Do I know the lucky beau?” the lord asked.

				Kell squared his shoulders. “You’re talking to him.”

				Rakin gave a derisive snort of amusement. “A promise is a flimsy creature and your Eliza wears no ring. I wouldn’t go about calling her yours just yet.”

				He chewed his lip, tasting blood. He wanted to punch Lord Rakin in his stupid wolf mask. He wanted to threaten him and tell him if he laid a finger on Eliza, he would personally make a eunuch of him.

				But guards did not threaten rich lords. Not if they wanted to keep their jobs and ensure their families were safe. Lord Rakin could do much worse than take Eliza. Kell had his sisters and his mother and his family’s land to worry about.

				Besides, there were other, more practical ways of keeping Eliza safe. He could watch her and make sure she never went off anywhere alone. As long as either Eliza or Lord Rakin were in the great hall, Rakin could not do anything to her.

				“As you say.” Kell tried to sound calm. “If you will excuse me, my lord. I am expected. I would not have Lord Kempsly notice my absence.”

				“He might. However, it isn’t only your master you should worry about pleasing tonight. Some other lord might take it on himself to teach you a fundamental lesson on humility.”

				“I don’t think I’ll be forgetting who my superiors are anytime soon.”

				He walked stiffly past the lord and Rakin let him pass this time. Kell breathed a sigh of relief when he stepped back into the warm, well-lit hall. He scanned the room quickly for Eliza and saw her speaking with Ylinda as they passed out drinks and sweets. Safe and sound.

				“Kell.” Lord Kempsly appeared at his elbow.

				“My lord.” He flushed again. “I was just—”

				Lord Kempsly made a dismissive gesture. “Of course. Listen, I have an important task for you.”

				“Yes, my lord.”

				Lord Kempsly threaded his way between the guests and Kell followed obediently. When they were well away from listening ears, the lord turned to face him again.

				“Tonight’s entertainment is the jewel in the crown of these festivities. I would like your assistance in the event, but I must be sure I have your cooperation. I know your family is in need right now, so I want to reassure you there is fair reward in this. Tomorrow I will send my own doctor to your house to see to your sister, but you must not balk or question me tonight. Agreed?”

				He nodded, feeling faintly nervous. “Of course, Lord Kempsly.”

				“Good. Shortly I will ask you to fetch one of the girls and bring her to the hall. I won’t take any excuses for her absence.”

				“Are you asking me to do this for my sister’s sake?”

				“I’m asking you to do this because a guest requested it.”

				He nodded again, feeling much less sure this time. “Which girl would you like me to bring?”

				“I am giving the honour of selecting to one of the other guests.”

				His stomach turned to stone. “Lord Rakin.”

				Lord Kempsly looked surprised. “How did you guess?”

				“I’m good at guessing games. May I be excused?”

				The lord nodded. “Don’t go far.”

				Kell slipped away, gut churning. He had no doubt who Lord Rakin was going to choose. That bastard had already made his decision before he’d come to find Kell in the corridor. The lord had just wanted to taunt him. A lesson in humility, indeed.

				What were they going to do to Eliza? A sacrifice of blood… Oh Gods, he could guess exactly what they were going to do to her. What Rakin was going to do to her, take from her. The bile rose in his throat.

				And Lord Kempsly had asked him to drag her in to meet her fate. His sick sister, his family, Eliza; how was he supposed to choose? He’d told Lord Rakin he wouldn’t hurt a woman and it was true. His mother and sisters adored Eliza. They would never want to see her hurt.

				“Forgive me, little sister,” he whispered. “I’ll find another way to get help for you. I promise.”

				* * *

				The night swirled, a mosaic of lights and music, food and costumes. By the turn of the witching hour, most of the guests were drunk. The dancing had become wilder and Eliza had seen more than a few couples slinking away into the corridors together to find privacy.

				Eliza, Ylinda and the other serving girls were kept busy carrying drinks and trays of sugary treats. But she could still sense Lord Rakin’s eyes on her as she wove through the guests, gathering the old glasses and offering them fresh ones.

				Her feet ached by the time Lady Kempsly strode to the centre of the room with a small silver bell and tinkled it to gather the crowd’s attention.

				“It is time for the doors to be closed, for everyone to gather and for the final event to begin.”

				Eliza spotted Amberlyn motioning for all the serving girls to make their way to the kitchens. It would have been exciting to stay and watch but they would hear about it tomorrow and besides, sitting down would be a relief. Let the lords and ladies have their sacrifice. Eliza wanted a foot rub.

				Ylinda fell into step beside her as they carried their half-empty trays into the kitchen to put them aside.

				“I heard that they’re going to sacrifice a maidenhead to Halen, the God of the Woods.”

				Eliza stared at her, then shook her head, disbelieving. “How could they do that in front of a room full of people?”

				“They’re going to,” Ylinda promised. “They’re dragging a chair into the middle of the room for the act. They’re fetching the girl now.”

				“The middle of the room?” It sounded too perverse to be believed. “In front of everyone? Don’t be daft.”

				She gathered an armful of dirty plates. “You’ll see.”

				As Ylinda washed up, Eliza gathered a bucket of food scraps, taking them out into the frigid chill of the cobblestoned rear yard to tip the uneaten delicacies into the pig slops. The sky was a deep smoke-grey and in the light from the kitchens she could see the yard was dusted white with frost. All the animals were sleeping—burrowed in straw beds or tucked up in the rafters of the barn. In the stillness of the night air, she could hear one of the pigs snoring and a restless mare shifting in her stall.

				“Eliza.”

				She turned at the sound of her name and saw Kell trotting down the back steps to follow her footprints across the frozen yard. The night dulled his fine red uniform to the colour of blood pudding.

				She stopped to wait for him and wordlessly he took the bucket from her and tipped the slops into the trough himself. He put the bucket aside.

				“What is it?” she asked.

				He looked concerned, not quite willing to meet her gaze. “They sent me to find you.”

				“Who?”

				“Lord Kempsly. Lord Rakin.”

				She felt her stomach do a slow, sickening roll. “Why?”

				He shook his head. “They want to make you the sacrifice, Eliza. They ordered you to come. I’m to drag you, if you refuse.”

				He looked miserable and bitter, staring at his boots.

				“Would you do that?” She stepped closer to him.

				He glanced at her, studying her a moment, then he looked across the fields behind the keep. “No. You need to run home to your father. It’s only two miles. But when you do they won’t let you come back.”

				“What about you?”

				“I’ll say you kicked me and ran.”

				“They’ll sack you anyway.”

				He looked even more miserable and shrugged again. “That’s all right.”

				Wages were not easy to come by, and without a reference both of them would struggle to find more work. A lost job could send a family to the poorhouse. Or to their graves.

				“You need to help your mother feed your sisters.”

				He nodded, glancing at her again, then away. “Yes. But I won’t drag you in there against your will.”

				She chewed her lip, watching his dark eyes and the smooth, firm lines of his jaw. She slipped her hand into his. “I’ll come.”

				He was surprised. “Are you sure?”

				“We don’t know exactly what we’re both losing our jobs for yet. Lord Kempsly’s never flogged anyone unless they really deserved it. I don’t see him turning cruel now. Whatever it is, there can be worse fates for people like us.”

				Kell’s jaw worked and he looked like he wanted to say more, but instead he led her into the house in silence.

				He avoided the other staff, leading her through quieter back corridors, taking her the long way around to the hall. Emerlin was stationed at the door and opened it as they approached, but he was the only keep guard there and when he let them through the doorway, she heard the door lock in their wake. Kell and she were the only keep staff in the room. All the guests had their masks on now and had becomea sea of inhuman, expressionless faces, all done up in their finery and jewels.

				It was as Ylinda had said. A big oak chair had been dragged into the centre of the room under the big chandelier. The guests were arranged in a half-moon around it—some sitting, some standing, all waiting for the show to begin.

				Lord Kempsly and Lady Kempsly were near the chair, speaking quietly with Lord Rakin. They broke off when they spotted her.

				“Come here, Eliza,” Lord Kempsly said from behind his owl mask.

				When she didn’t move, Kell led her forward, through the crowd, to present her to their lord. Lord Kempsly looked her up and down. She couldn’t meet his gaze, so instead her eyes dropped to the stain on Lady Kempsly’s skirt—the mixture of her and her husband’s juices—deposited there by his cock only a few hours earlier.

				“You do as you’re told, Eliza,” Lord Kempsly said quietly. “And only pleasure will come to you. You have my word.”

				Lord Rakin stepped forward, body language eager, and her breath caught in her throat.

				“This is the one I have chosen,” he told the watching, silent crowd. “The virgin who will sacrifice her maidenhead tonight to the God of the Woods. This beautiful, fragile creature will bare her soul and her body for our good fortune in the harshness of the season and protect us from the wrath of Ulbouroth, the Demon of Winter.”

				He touched her cheek, drawing his fingertips down to her chin and forcing her to look up into his wolf mask. His skin was soft—as soft as a woman’s. Softer, even, than her own. His fingertips trailed down her neck, to the collar of her dress. He undid the first button of her blouse.

				She tried to take a step back, away from him, but found her back against Kell’s chest. He was still holding her arm, his touch feather-light, but when she tensed, so did he.

				Lord Rakin gave Kell a hard look. “Keep her still. It’s bad luck if the sacrifice resists.”

				You shouldn’t have picked me, then. But she said nothing. Kell gripped her upper arms—not roughly, but firm. His skin was not soft. Even through her sleeves, Eliza could feel the calluses on his fingers. The skin of an honest man who did an honest day’s work.

				Lord Rakin reached for her buttons again. He undid the first, the second, the third. He pulled the collar wide to reveal the shift below—then stepped back a little to show the crowd. Through their masks, she could see their hungry eyes. Men and women alike, they watched in silent rapture. Their eyes were like little fingers, crawling over her skin. She could feel her cheeks going red, the blush of colour spreading down her neck and the swell of her breasts. They would all be watching. She would experience the most private, the most intimate of things in front of dozens of people. She wanted to scream, to run from the room and all the way down the road to her own home and her own safe bed. But then she would have no job and maybe Kell would suffer for it too. His sister might die. And without a sacrifice, the winter would be hard. Perhaps the sheep would freeze in the fields, the coal boats would stop coming and the frosts would last until April.

				Lord Rakin stepped up again, quickly undoing the remaining buttons and pulling the blouse back. He slid it off her arms and Kell’s bare palms transferred from material to skin. His hands felt hot and clammy.

				From the waist up she was clad only in her thin, white shift, so worn it was almost transparent. Before, in her long sleeves, the press of bodies had made the hall seem quite warm, but now her nipples stiffened to hard peaks in the chill.

				“Cold?” Lord Rakin sounded amused. “You won’t be for long, little Eliza.”

				He dropped down to his knees, the nose of his wolf mask brushing her belly. He slipped his hands under her skirt, running his fingers up the inside of her legs, across her pantalettes. She gasped and started to tremble, at her back, she could feel Kell starting to breathe a little harder.

				“Shh, now. I haven’t done anything yet.”

				His fingers, deep under the layers of skirt, walked across her thighs to her hips, burrowing under the waist of her pantalettes and then jerking them down in a sudden, swift motion.

				“No,” she breathed, but she couldn’t step away—her underclothes were already tangled around her ankles. She started to struggle and Kell held her firmly, pressing her back to his chest.

				Lord Rakin rose to his feet again, stroking her cheek. “Settle. Settle. It’s not so bad. Colder, yes. Not for long, I promise. Soon, you’ll be very warm, little one.”

				His fingers ran down her neck again and over the gauzy fabric of her shift. He cupped her breasts.

				“Made for hands.” Lord Rakin kneaded her flesh in his fingers. She jumped as his thumb brushed over her nipple, which made him pause, then do it again—on both sides now. Every time, little thrills of pleasure rippled through her chest.

				“Stop,” she begged, her voice little more than a whisper.

				“None of that,” he scolded. “You. Guard. Sit on that chair, hold her on your lap.”

				There was a pause and she heard Kell lick his lips nervously. Then he stepped back, pulling Eliza with him. He sat and tugged her down on top of him. With her pantalettes tangled around her ankles, she could not keep her footing and almost fell. Kell readjusted her with an arm around her belly. He was warm against her. There was something hard and round between her buttocks, trapped between his lap and her arse, but it was only when she wriggled and felt the offending lump twitch that she realised it was him and he was firmly erect.

				This made her blush more and the shock of it left her unable to struggle. She could feel his quick breathing and almost unconsciously her own breaths caught up to his.

				Lord Rakin bent to untangle her underclothes from around her left ankle. He lifted her knees and set her legs outside Kell’s knees so she was spread with no way to bring her thighs together.

				“There, little dove. Now that you are in place, it’s time to prepare you.”

				He cupped her breasts again, rolling the hard nubs of her nipples between his fingers and thumbs—but only for a moment. His fingers drifted up to the collar of her shift and he gripped the material firmly and started to pull. A rip appeared above her breasts, and with firm downward pressure Lord Rakin tore the thin white fabric open—baring her to the whole of the room.

				She heard the appreciative murmurs of the watching crowd and closed her eyes from the shame of it. She had to be brave; she had to face what was to come for her own sake, and Kell’s and the Gods of the Season. The fate of so many could rest on her courage, here and now. Between her buttocks, Kell’s cock was wriggling, as if it could burrow through his trousers and her skirt all by itself.

				“Such a perfect specimen.” Lord Rakin looked her over. “In the north there is no way a pretty little thing like you would still be a maiden at your age. Someone would have stolen you away.”

				She scarcely heard his words, too fixated on the urgent flesh pressing up on her from below and on the dozens of witnesses in their masks, watching her naked flesh with their curious, silent facades.

				“Lady Elsalane,” Lord Rakin said. “You voiced your interest in contributing to the sacrifice.”

				Lady Elsalane stepped forward, leaving her much younger beau in the crowd. Her mask only covered her eyes, rising up in a bouquet of feathers to fall back over her silver hair. The older woman approached and Eliza could see her pale blue eyes, studying her face and breasts through the purple holes of the mask.

				“Such innocence,” she sighed. “Ah, child, you do us all an honour.”

				She reached out to cup Eliza’s right breast—her fingers were cold and Eliza flinched, both from the chill and from the shock of another woman manipulating her flesh. The older woman’s fingertips brushed lightly over her nipple. Gentler than Lord Rakin had been, yet somehow more stimulating. Eliza shuddered and blushed, feeling the tingles of pleasure rolling down her skin, into the core of her. Kell’s breath was a soft whine in her ear.

				“Rakin.” Lady Elsalane’s voice was sharp. “Stand behind them. Hold the girl’s arms.”

				Lord Rakin nodded once, stepping up behind Kell and gripping her upper arms. He held them back firmly.

				What are they going to do? She was caught between fear and her mounting humiliation.

				Lady Elsalane took both of Kell’s hands and guided them to Eliza’s breasts. She felt him draw a sharp breath and stiffen. She didn’t want him to see her like this, displayed in front of dozens of lords and ladies like some common slattern, but his touch was a comfort. A pleasure. And it brought a rippling tide of warmth.

				“Gently,” Lady Elsalane told him firmly. “A woman’s skin is much more sensitive than a man’s.”

				Kell did nothing but cup her breasts, her nipples pressed in his palms. His hands trembled as if with fear, even as his cock fought a war with the fabric between them.

				Lady Elsalane paid him no more heed—lowering herself carefully to her knees before Eliza, with her shoulders practically wedged between Kell’s knees. She lifted Eliza’s skirt, pushing it along her thighs until it bunched around her waist.

				Eliza struggled then, gasping and wriggling, trying to cover herself, but Lord Rakin held her firm.

				“It’s all right,” Kell breathed, his voice husky.

				“A perfect flower,” Lady Elsalane announced. “With blushing petals.”

				She leaned close, her nose and chin brushing Eliza’s lips. The touch made her jerk, sending thrills of sensation across her skin. The older woman inhaled deeply.

				“The sweetest of perfumes. Now, let us see if we can bring the dew.”

				Eliza had been about to say something, to ask what she intended to do, when the Lady Elsalane’s tongue burrowed between her secret lips. The shock of it made her cry out and Kell’s hands tightened over her breasts.

				Lady Elsalane’s hot mouth worked across her quim, sucking, licking, teasing—questing in and out of her entrance, circling slowly around the opening. She shuddered, her whole body growing hot as an aching throb of pleasure began to swell deep in her hips. Her breasts heaved, held firm in Kell’s hands, and she whimpered and rolled her head back against his shoulder.

				Lady Elsalane’s tongue swirled around her nub and Eliza moaned, her hips thrusting of their own accord. In the crowd, she could see a lord with his hand in his trousers, rhythmically stroking himself, his eyes locked on her shameless quim.

				Another lord stood behind a lady, his hands down her dress and she rolled her head back, arching her body as he tugged her nipples.

				They were all aroused by her. Watching as she helplessly fucked the face of another woman. Watching as she was held down and humiliated. What kind of girl was she? To let herself be displayed like this, to be enjoying it?

				Kell’s hands tightened on her breasts again and he began to stroke her nipples. She gasped, her body jerking uncontrollably.

				“Please,” she begged him. He began to tug and roll them, sending spears of pleasure into her belly. He lowered his mouth to her neck, kissing and sucking the skin. Between her thighs Lady Elsalane’s tongue was working faster and deeper, swirling around her nub, spelling arcane words, before dipping down to burrow as deep as it would go into her virgin hole.

				In the crowd, she could see one of the ladies on her knees, sucking the cock of a black-haired man in a stag mask. His head was thrown back, the tendons in his neck sticking out, and when the lady pulled back, her chin was slick with his seed. Eliza realised it was the sight of her, giving them pleasure. They weren’t just watching her, vultures feeding on the sight of her flesh. She was arousing them. Driving them to act, to touch one another and pleasure themselves at the very image of her. They all wanted her. Or, maybe, they wanted to be her.

				Eliza climaxed suddenly, her arms almost jerked out of her sockets as she doubled over with a cry that was half scream, half yelp of pain.

				Her hips bucked like a wild horse, but Lady Elsalane kept her place, pressing her face firmly against her cunt, sucking another orgasm out of her. Then another. Eliza cried out with the shock of each one, shuddered and thrusting. Pleasure, greater than she thought was possible. How could there be so much of it? It was as if a whole new world was opening to her, one of flesh and pulse, skin and slickness.

				When the Lady Elsalane rose to her feet, wiping her mouth on her sleeve, Eliza was drenched in sweat and still pulsing inside. Kell supported her, his hands across her chest, holding up her weight and for a moment, it was a little like he was hugging her.

				“I’m here.” His breath was a soft caress on her ear. “Be brave.”

				Lord Rakin released her arms and stepped up in front of her before she even had time to catch her breath. He was struggling with his trousers and as his hips drew level with her face, he got them open and his cock lunged out, turgid and weeping.

				He was large. Giant. Twice as big as Lord Kempsly had been and she recoiled, partly from the masculine scent of him and partly from fear. Did he mean to enter her with that? She started to struggle, and Kell was caught off guard. She might have escaped, but her legs were still trembling and Kell pulled her back against him, securing her with vice-like grip.

				“No,” she begged.

				“Shush now,” Lord Rakin scolded. “You can’t take pleasure and not expect to give it in return, fair maiden.”

				He stroked her cheek gently. “You don’t have to be afraid. All I want is a kiss.”

				He hoisted his massive erection so it was level with her lips. The head was reddish and swollen, the slit weeping a clear fluid. It was so big, she was not sure it would even fit in her mouth, but then she knew where it certainly wasn’t going to fit and she did not want to tempt him.

				She leaned forward and kissed the tip. His fluid was salty and pungent. He nodded, urging her on and she stuck out her tongue to lick it.

				He moaned, pushing closer, and she took the head into her mouth. It was hot and smooth as silk.

				“No teeth,” he warned. “Just your lips and tongue. Like that. Suck it deeper.”

				She took more of his cock in her mouth, swirling her tongue across the surface, following the lines and ridges. He groaned, baring his teeth. His hands found the side of her head and he held her steady as he thrust slowly deeper. She felt herself gagging, but he didn’t seem to care, his hips forcing inch after inch between her lips, down into her throat.

				She whimpered and he groaned, pulling back only to thrust again, his fingers gripping her hair almost painfully.

				“Your hands.” His voice was just a growl.

				Kell let her go and she tentatively reached up to cup his balls in one hand and stroke his shaft with the other.

				“Yesss,” he hissed. “Like that.”

				One of Kell’s hands found her breast, cupping the warm flesh and rolling her nipple once more. The other delved between her thighs, gently questing between the sodden folds—still tender and aching. He stroked her wetness up and down her slit, distracting her from the thickness of the shaft of her mouth.

				Lord Rakin thrust harder, gasping and groaning, his juice salting her mouth and forcing her to swallow. Kell’s hand switched breasts, back and forth, waking her need again—stiffening her nipples to stone once more. His mouth was on her neck again, kissing and biting.

				Between her thighs, his fingertips quested into her opening and she jerked as he penetrated her. She pressed her hips down, wanting him deeper, more, faster.

				“You hot little slut,” Lord Rakin gasped. “I’m coming, oh Gods preserve me!”

				His seed filled her mouth and throat and his fists pulled at her hair as he buried himself as deep as he could. She gagged, then as he slid free of her, coughed and gasped. The taste was salty and strong, like some foreign delicacy, and the smell of it filled her nose.

				Kell didn’t stop, his fingers delving into her with steady rhythm and she jerked helplessly in full view of the whole room as she tried to swallow Lord Rakin’s seed.

				Lord Rakin stood back grinning; his spent cock still hanging from the front of his pants.

				“I think she’s ready. Don’t you agree, Lord Kempsly?”

				Her master nodded and Lord Rakin leaned forward and pulled her away from Kell, onto her feet. She could scarcely stand, her quim throbbing with need, her breasts aching to be touched. Lord Rakin held her up by the arm, dragging her across the room and pushing her onto a tabletop. The freezing wood flattened her breasts and dug into her hipbones. She gaped, but could do nothing to defend herself.

				Lord Rakin gathered her skirts once more, tossing them over her back this time.

				“See this virgin cunt, now see it filled. Come here, boy. It’s time for that lesson we talked about. Now you learn how little control men like you have over your life—and that men like me pull all the strings.”

				She tried to turn, to see who was being summoned, but her skirts were in the way. It was only when she felt the warm, calloused hand on her smooth arse that she knew who it was. Kell—he was surely the only one in the room without hands as smooth as a rabbit pelt.

				“I’m sorry,” he gasped.

				But the knowledge that it was him sent a hot wave of need into her. She could hear him fumbling with his trousers as if he couldn’t get out of them fast enough, but the wait was killing her too.

				She felt something smooth and domed pressing at the sodden entrance of her hole and then he lanced himself into her.

				Eliza screamed and thrashed, the sudden pain slicing through her. He stilled, buried to the hilt in her hotness. The pain throbbed, her maidenhead obliterated in one swift thrust—but slowly the sharpness of it faded and she could feel the pressure of fullness, her tight virgin hole stuffed for the first time. For so long, Eliza had planned for her first time to be with Kell. That he would claim her, as a man claims a woman. She had never imagined it would be like this, here, in front of an audience, but it was still as she had dreamed. It was still him.

				“I’m sorry,” he breathed again. “I’m sorry.”

				He started to pull back, then thrust against her again. He can’t control himself. An hour of feeling her squirm and climax, her breasts in his hands, his mouth on her skin. He’d lost all sense now she’d been offered to him.

				But he moved slowly. She could feel every millimetre of him, the ridges and veins along his length, the fat dome of his head as it burrowed into her over and over.

				She whined in pleasure and he reached around her to clutch her breasts as he started to thrust harder and faster.

				“Eliza,” he groaned. “Oh, Eliza.”

				“Yes,” she urged. All around them the crowd was a silent wall of faces—wolves and bears, gods, saints and mythical things, their eyes glimmering beads in the dark holes of their masks. They were all watching. Perhaps even the gods themselves watched.

				Kell’s gasps were mounting with hers. The tightness built through her body as they raced one another to the pinnacle of their pleasure. She felt his seed jet deep inside her and cried out, her orgasm shuddering through her as he jerked, again and again, emptying himself into her womb.

				“A sacrifice,” Lord Kempsly announced. “For winter. For good tidings. For Halen, the God of the Woods.”

				* * *

				They celebrated with heady spirits in crystal glasses, drinking to the season, to winter and to the sacrifice. Kell was congratulated so heartily that he lost track of Eliza. They gave him port and brandy and the countess must have forgiven him, for she stroked his cock through his trousers, threatening to bring it back to life. But all he wanted was to leave. To find Eliza and see that she was well.

				Perhaps she would never want to see him again. Perhaps he had ruined any chance of ever making her his wife.

				A man should protect the woman he loves. He should have made Eliza run and lost his job, but then what would have happened to Nana? Would he kill his own sister to save Eliza? Perhaps that would have been the right thing to do.

				Yet his body still ached from taking her. There had been no sweeter moment, even with all those eyes on him, even at the command of another. Thrusting himself inside her had been the most pure, perfect moment he had known.

				He could never want any other and even now just the thought of her made his blood rise again. He would die if she wouldn’t have him, if she hated him. All he wanted was to make her happy; he must convince her he could do that.

				The guests were leaving, speaking, as they went, of the glorious scene—describing to one another every moment, every inch of skin, every trembling gasping sound that had escaped Eliza’s lips.

				There was going to be some good, solid rutting happening in just about every carriage that left the keep tonight.

				Lord Kempsly and Lady Kempsly had said farewell to their guests and he found them in the drawing room, tucked tightly together on a love seat, sipping brandy and talking quietly. Lord Kempsly had his arm around his wife. Kell bowed stiffly. “My lord, my lady.”

				“Good morning, Kell.” Lady Kempsly was right; morning would soon be breaking. “That was quite a show. For a moment I feared Lord Rakin had picked the wrong buck to mount the sacrifice, but you performed admirably. Was it a double sacrifice tonight, I wonder? Two virgins?”

				He could feel his cheeks growing hot and he ground his teeth, saying nothing. Lady Kempsly smiled. “No matter.”

				“Is something amiss?” Lord Kempsly asked.

				“Eliza.”

				“I have given her two days off,” Lord Kempsly said. “No doubt she is on her way home.”

				“She’s not missing,” Kell said. “She’s in the garden. I just—I want…”

				“What is it, boy?” Lord Kempsly asked.

				“Her.”

				“You want Eliza?” he chuckled. “I dare say you’ve had her and there is a crowd of lords and ladies who can attest to it.”

				“With your permission,” he said stiffly. “And her father’s permission, I’m going to marry her.”

				“Of course, dear,” Lady Kempsly steepled her fingers. “We all knew that was what you wanted. And you’d be hard pressed convincing anyone you’ve had no carnal knowledge of her now.”

				He was speechless a moment, mouth opening and closing like a fish. He wondered, briefly, how far in advance Lord Rakin had made his selection of Eliza and Kell. Lord Kempsly must have known about it even before he sent him to fetch Eliza.

				“You best go and tell your girl,” Lord Kempsly said. “It’s very late and I, for one, would like to retire.”

				“Of course,” Kell bowed again. “Thank you. I shall do that. Tell Eliza.”

				He turned to leave, closing the door carefully behind himself. He was halfway down the corridor when Lady Kempsly ran after him. “Wait.”

				He stopped, turning to face her. She had something small in her hand and held it up for him to take. A ring. The band was yellow gold and the setting was an emerald surrounded by a tiny cluster of diamonds.

				“Have this. Consider it an extra bonus for taking part in the festivities.”

				He stared at the gem, wide-eyed. He could never have afforded something so fine, not if he saved for the next ten years. It was a lady’s ring. It would match Eliza’s eyes.

				“I couldn’t.”

				“Of course you could.”

				She took his hand, closing it around the ring. The metal was warm and he could feel the precious stones digging into his palm. Eliza would be overwhelmed. She deserved a ring this precious.

				“Thank you.” He blushed.

				Lady Kempsly smiled and petted his cheek. “I was young and in love once. Now I am old and in love.”

				He nodded mutely and Lady Kempsly returned to her husband. There was only one place for him to go next. He went to find Eliza.

				* * *

				Eliza sat on a wide patch of clover behind the stables, looking out across the moor to the bracken-topped hills of Lorneswood, all dotted with sheep. The sky was grey, burning pink at the edges of the world as dawn threatened. It was cold, but she didn’t really feel it—her gaze was distant and unfocused, her thoughts swirling so fast they were just a blur—empty noise in her mind.

				All the fancy carriages began to depart. The lords and ladies in their dramatic costumes were going home and the keep staff, now sleepy and overworked, were beginning the clean up inside. Lady Kempsly and Lord Kempsly would be in bed by now and she had been given two days off with pay, to rest and recover as she saw fit.

				She heard the crunch of footsteps—boots on the frost—but didn’t look up. Someone hoisted himself over the fence and shuffled through the clover to stand beside her. After a moment of silent, he sat too.

				She could smell Kell without even looking—his warm earthiness: leather, musk and boot polish. He put a blanket across her shoulders. For a time, they sat in silence, watching the mist rise across the vale and the light creep back into the grey morning.

				“I spoke to Lord Kempsly,” he said finally, his voice low. “And if you don’t mind, I’ll go and speak to your father and ask him too.”

				She glanced at him, surprised. “Ask him for what?”

				“For you.” He brushed her hair back off her face with his fingertips. “To marry you.”

				She stared at him a long moment. “You want to marry me?”

				“I’ve always wanted to marry you,” he confessed.

				“But, last night…after you saw me like that…”

				“Yes?”

				“I didn’t think you’d want a girl who acted like that.”

				He looked out toward the hills, eyes unreadable. “To be honest, I didn’t think you would want me. After I let the others touch you, after I took you like that. But I want you. More than before, I think. So if you’ll have me, I’ll be a good husband. I promise. I’ll look after you like you deserve.”

				She chewed her lip, rubbing the soft woollen blanket he had brought her between her fingertips. After a moment, she leaned toward him. He wrapped his arm around her, pulling her close to his side.

				She rested her head on his shoulder. “I’m already yours.”

				* * * * *
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