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KISSING A SCOUNDREL

He pulled her away from the wall suddenly and then brought his ankle to her heels, sweeping her feet from beneath her. In a blink, he had lowered her with one arm to the ground, the stones somewhat softened by a thin carpet of old leaves and moss.

“I could scream,” she said, but her tone was not at all sincere. She had never felt as alive as she did just then.

“I fully intend for you to,” he confided as he leaned more fully onto his left side and reached down with his right arm to snag the hem of her skirts.

“Oliver,” she whispered. She had to stop this while she still had some shred of sanity left. “We can’t do this.”

He went still against her, but she could feel his breaths against her skin, swirling in the hollow behind her ear.

“Yes, we can,” he whispered as he began kissing her once again ...
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Chapter 1

February 2, 1277 
Fallstowe Castle, England

 



Cecily Foxe was fairly certain she was going to hell.

She had been standing alone for the better part of two hours following the lavish supper, struggling to maintain a serene expression while she watched the revelers and their atrocious behavior. It was proving increasingly difficult. Men drank so heartily and hastily that the fronts of their tunics were dark with wine, and most women recklessly attempted to keep pace with them. Unmarried couples danced, although the lewd displays of bodies touching so intimately could hardly be defined as a supposedly innocent activity.

Cecily bristled as she watched even the least of the nobility, the humble, the homely, the meek, carry on with members of the opposite sex. Even poor Lady Angelica, who had a lazy eye and spat upon anyone unfortunate enough to be engaged in conversation with her, was being twirled about Fallstowe’s great hall with sordid abandon. Cecily had clearly seen the young man currently in possession of Lady Angelica unabashedly grasp the woman’s breast.

Only Cecily stood alone.

No one had asked her to dance. No young lord dared come near and whisper lurid suggestions to her, proposing they steal away from the hall for an hour of private sin. She was a lady of Fallstowe, wealthy beyond comprehension, powerful by her connection to Sybilla, perhaps even wanted as a criminal by the Crown. Unmarried. Both her eyes pointed in the same direction and she kept her saliva properly in her mouth when speaking.

And yet they all simply pretended she wasn’t there.

To everyone who knew her—nay, even knew of her—she was Saint Cecily. Middle daughter of Amicia and Morys Foxe. Slated for a life of quiet, gentle sacrifice. Although she had yet to formally commit to the convent, Cecily already fulfilled many of the obligations put upon one under holy orders. Up to even the wee hours of that very morn, she had assisted Father Perry in the countless and tedious preparations for the Candlemas feast; and in general, she looked over Fallstowe’s charitable responsibilities, tended the ill and dying, duteously prayed the liturgy of the hours.

Most of them, any matter.

She seldom raised her voice in a passion of any nature. She did not lie, nor indulge in gossip. She was obedient to her older sister, Sybilla, the head of the family now that both of their parents were dead. She was not ostentatious in either dress or temperament, preferring to wear costumes so closely akin to the habits of the committed that strangers to the hold often greeted her with a deferential incline of their heads and a murmured, “God’s blessing upon you, Sister.”

Cecily knew she was admired and even revered for her restraint and decorum. She was not outwardly bold, like young Alys, seen now dancing gaily with her new husband in the middle of the crush of guests. She was not obviously ambitious like the eldest, Sybilla, who ruled Fallstowe with a delicate iron fist. Cecily had spent the greater part of her score and two years carefully cultivating her gentle qualities. Molding herself to them.

And yet, at that very moment, her supposedly meek heart was so full of discord, she was quite surprised that she had not already burst into flames where she stood.

The dancers continued to whirl past, little carousels of gaiety and color around massive iron cauldrons that blazed with fires fed by the brown and brittle swags of evergreen and holly that had festooned Fallstowe’s great hall since Christmas. Although the blessed candles burned in their posts, the remainder of the celebration was largely pagan, bidding farewell to the barren winter while at once beckoning to the fertile light of spring. Cecily knew that her elder sister had purposefully sought to emphasize the heathen aspect of the celebration—unfortunately, Sybilla seemed to thrive on wicked rumor.

The Foxe matriarch herself weaved through the crowd now, both adoration and jealousy following close at her heels as she made her way toward Cecily. The men hungered for Sybilla—those few who’d once held her let their eyes blatantly show the aching memories of their hearts, and the many who had not been honored with the privilege of her bed pursued her without a care for their pride. Sybilla was powerful, desirable; Cecily was not.

As if to emphasize this point, Cecily again caught a glimpse of the primary object of her bitterness.

Oliver Bellecote.

He could have been your husband, a wicked little voice whispered in her ear.

“Hello, darling.” Sybilla had at last fought her way through the pulsating throng to stand at Cecily’s side, her slender arm pulling the two sisters together at the hip. “I would have thought you to be abed an hour ago.”

Cecily was careful to keep her tone light. “This may well be my last feast at Fallstowe, Sybilla. I would remember it.”

Sybilla gave her sister’s waist a gentle squeeze, but did not comment on Cecily’s reference to Hallowshire Abbey. The two women observed the debauchery that ruled the supposedly holy day feast in silence for several moments. Then Oliver Bellecote whirled past once more, causing Cecily to lose control of her suddenly wicked tongue.

“I am quite surprised to see him,” she said, thankful that, at least, her tone was casual.

“Who? Oliver?” Cecily felt more than saw Sybilla’s shrug. After a moment, she said quietly, “I suppose I must call him Lord Bellecote now.”

Cecily’s heart thudded faster in her chest, and her indignation made pulling in her next breath difficult. “August has not been dead a month, and yet he is here—still behaving as if he hasn’t a care in the world or one whit of responsibility. It’s indecent and disrespectful. To his brother and to you.”

Sybilla drew away slightly, and Cecily could feel her sister’s frosty blue gaze light the side of her face. Cecily’s ear practically tingled. She hadn’t meant for her comment to come out that way at all.

“I am not offended by Oliver’s presence, Cee, nor by him enjoying himself at Fallstowe. Although ’tis no secret that Oliver oft exasperated him, August loved his younger brother. And Oliver loved August.”

Cecily turned to look at Sybilla, the question out before she could restrain herself. “Did you love August?”

For the briefest instant, Sybilla’s lips thinned and a fleeting fire came into her eyes. But then it was gone, replaced by a washed-out melancholy that wrenched at Cecily’s heart.

“No, Cee. I did not,” she admitted as she turned her attention back to the crowd, now dispersing from the center of the hall as the music came to an end. The guests seemed only able to communicate in shouts and shrill laughter that sounded to Cecily like tortured screams. Yet she heard her sister’s low murmurs as if the two women stood alone in a cupboard. “I’m certain you pity me now.”

“No, not pity,” Cecily insisted. “I only worry for you. I was with the two of you the last time August was at Fallstowe, Sybilla—I remember.”

“As do I.” Sybilla’s eyes scanned the crowd disinterestedly. “I told him not to come back.”

“You didn’t mean it, though.”

“Oh, but I did,” Sybilla argued, quickly but with her signature coolness. “And now he never will come back. Now Oliver is Lord of Bellemont, a position I know from his brother that he never wanted, and is perhaps ill-equipped to fill. Oliver deserves a final farewell to his carefree existence before he truly dons the mantle of responsibility over such a large hold. Perhaps he’ll marry Lady Joan Barleg now—Bellemont needs heirs.” She paused as if thinking, and when she again spoke her voice was low. “It gladdens me to see him at Fallstowe.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Sybilla.” Cecily had forgotten her selfish pity at the thought that she had caused her sister to relive such sad memories. “You did nothing to cause August’s death. ’Twas a terrible accident, and that is all.”

“Hmm. Well, perhaps you should pray for my soul, any matter.”

Cecily tore her gaze away from her sister’s pale, enigmatic profile as the dancers reformed at the opening notes of the next piece. “I do hope he does marry Lady Joan,” she said abruptly. “He’s been toying about with the poor girl for the past two years. She must be completely humiliated. Are they already betrothed?”

Sybilla chuckled. “Oliver took nothing from Joan Barleg that she didn’t freely offer him, and now that he’s Lord of Bellemont, she has the chance to better her station immensely. Had Oliver been firstborn instead of August, Lady Joan would have had little chance of winning him.” A faint smile remained on her lips. “You likely don’t remember, but there was talk of a betrothal between you and Oliver when you were children.”

Cecily indeed remembered, but she gripped her tongue between her teeth painfully. Should Sybilla continue to goad her so, Cecily would end up as Lady Angelica, spitting her words rather than speaking them.

Sybilla continued in a bored tone when Cecily gave no comment. “It would be quite the coup d’état for Joan. But I have heard no formal announcement from either of them as of yet, so who can know?”

As if their talk had summoned him, Oliver Bellecote himself slid between a pair of dancers, becoming momentarily entangled in their arms. The three shared a raucous laugh as he extracted himself with a lewd pinch to the woman’s buttock, his chalice held high above his head to preserve the wine contained within. Cecily felt her diaphragm shrivel up uncomfortably at his approach.

Then he was before them both, bowing drunkenly, his lips crooked in a cocky grin beneath the close shadow on his face. His brown eyes were like muddy pools powdered with gold dust—dark and dirty and deep, the bright sparkle hiding what lay beneath. His thick black lashes clustered like reedy sentries, both beckoning and guarding at once.

“Lady Sybilla,” he sighed, drawing up Sybilla’s hand beneath his face and kissing the back of her palm loudly three times.

Cecily rolled her eyes and sighed.

Sybilla only laughed. “Lord Bellecote, you flatter me.”

He should have risen then. Instead, he dropped to one knee, pulling Sybilla’s hand to his bosom and then lowering his chin awkwardly to kiss her fingers once more before raising his slender, strikingly handsome face to gaze adoringly at Cecily’s sister.

“Lady Sybilla Foxe, my most gorgeous, tempting hostess! Won’t you marry me?”

Cecily gasped.

Sybilla threw back her head and laughed even louder, and although it was likely only the candlelight and smoke, Cecily thought she saw a glistening of tears in Sybilla’s eyes.

“Is that a no?” Oliver asked, feigning shock.

“Guard your honor well, Lady Sybilla!” a female’s gay shout rang out, and Cecily looked up in time to see the comely Joan Barleg skip past them in the arms of her dance partner, her golden curls spilling recklessly from her simple crispinette. She looked so carefree and ... at ease. Cecily’s spine stiffened further.

Sybilla gave the woman a wink and raised a palm in acknowledgment. She then looked back down at the still-kneeling Oliver Bellecote.

“It is a no,” she affirmed.

To Cecily’s horror, Oliver Bellecote gave a horrendous wail—as if he’d been shot with an arrow—and then collapsed fully onto his back, the drink inside his chalice still miraculously maintaining the level.

“I am crushed! Defeated!” he shouted in mock agony. Several guests were now pointing and laughing at the display he presented on the stones. He raised his head abruptly, took a noisy swallow, and then looked at Sybilla. “Will you at least sleep with me then? Completely inappropriate, I know, considering our very slight degree of separation, but I fear I am now considered quite eligible.”

“Oh, this is truly too much,” Cecily gritted out from between her teeth. Her cheeks felt as if they were on fire.

Sybilla cocked her head and gave him a sympathetic smile. “Sorry, Oliver.”

His forehead wrinkled, giving him the appearance of a chastised pup. “Damn my slothly feet—you’re already spoken for.”

“I’m afraid so,” Sybilla answered.

“Sybilla!” Cecily hissed, outraged that her sister would have such an inappropriate conversation—even in jest—with this man where any could overhear their lewd banter. This man in particular.

“Forgive me, Cee,” Sybilla conceded, turning amused eyes to her sister while Lord Bellecote staggered to his feet.

Cecily squared her shoulders, somewhat placated that Sybilla had at last remembered both her station and her very public venue.

“How thoughtless of me,” Sybilla continued. “Lord Bellecote, I am engaged with other business this night, but I believe Lady Cecily, however, is thus far unattended.”

Cecily’s entire body went ice cold. She was unsure whether she would cry or throw up.

Oliver Bellecote had tardily gained his feet, brushing at his pants with his free hand. Sybilla’s flip invitation caused his movements to freeze. He slowly raised his face until his eyes met Cecily’s.

She would have gasped had she been able to draw breath. His direct gaze was like witnessing lightning striking the ocean. The first thought that came into her mind was, Why, he’s as lonely as I am. Her stomach hardened into a pained little stone. She wanted to scream at him to stop looking at her, wanted to turn and berate Sybilla for drawing her into such an indecent exhibition—

—she wanted Oliver Bellecote to suggest something inappropriate to her so that she might agree.

Oliver’s eyes flicked to Sybilla’s and in that next instant, both the notorious nobleman and Cecily’s sister burst out in peals of laughter.

“I am sorry to tease you so, Oliver,” Sybilla chuckled, drawing her arm back around Cecily’s middle, and Cecily hung a brittle, fragile smile on her numb lips. “My dearest sister would not have the likes of you wrapped up in the holy shroud itself.”

“Nor should she,” Oliver agreed with a naughty grin and deep bow in Cecily’s direction, although his eyes did not look at her directly again. “Alas, I am not worthy of such a gentle lady’s attention, as our wise parents decided so long ago.”

Sybilla quirked an eyebrow. “Yet you are worthy of my attention?”

The rogue winked at Cecily’s sister. “One must never cease to aspire to the heights of one’s potential.” He bowed again. “Ladies.” And then he slipped back into the writhing crowd with all the grace of a serpent in the garden.

Cecily felt her eyes swelling with tears, and she swallowed hard.

Sybilla sighed. “Perhaps he—Cee? Cee, are you all right?”

“Of course, Sybilla. I’m fine.”

Sybilla’s expression turned uncharacteristically sympathetic. “I’m sorry. You appeared so forlorn standing there, I only wanted you to join in a bit of merrymaking.”

How would you have me join in? Cecily screamed in her head. No one will so much as speak to me, and I’ve just been rejected by the most notorious womanizer outside of London!

But she pulled together every last scrap of her dignity to give Sybilla a smile. “I’m fine, Sybilla. Don’t apologize. It was ... it was amusing.” She tried to laugh but it came out a weak, stuttering breath. Cecily pulled away from her sister slowly, deliberately. “It is late. I am off to Compline and then my own bed.”

Sybilla’s fine brow creased, and Cecily leaned in and pressed her cheek to her sister’s. “Don’t worry so. Would that you ask Alys and Piers to wait for me in the morn so that I might bid them farewell. I fear ’twould take me an hour to find them tonight in the crush.”

“Of course,” Sybilla promised. “Good night, Cee.”

Cecily could not return the sentiment, as it had been anything but for her, and so she simply smiled again and walked away.

She made her way around the perimeter of the hall beneath the musicians’ arched balcony, excusing herself quietly around little clusters of people oblivious to her passing, until she at last came to the lord’s dais—Sybilla’s dais now. The stacks of tables and benches cleared away from the great hall floor to give the dancers room felt like a haven, a fortress, shielding Cecily from the cruel celebration as she ducked through the hidden door set in the rear wall.

The stone corridor was cool and blessedly unoccupied, a welcome relief from the humid cacophony of the feast. Cecily’s footsteps were quick and quiet as she made her way to her rooms to fetch her cloak for the walk across the bailey to the chapel.

He hadn’t considered her for one instant, even in jest.

She reached her chamber and stepped inside, forcing herself to close the door gently, when what she wanted to do was slam it loose from its hinges. She crossed the floor to the wardrobe.

She didn’t understand why she was so completely and suddenly enraged. She had decided her path long ago, even if she had dragged her feet in formally committing. She loved the peace of a prayerful life, found meaning in service. The beauty and wonder of the world—and its wickedness too—explained and supported by faith. In pledging herself to the religious, her life would forever be simple, predictable. Peaceful.

Cecily found her cloak easily among her few gowns and pulled it out. She held the worn material in her hands and looked down at it, musing suddenly that the old cloak was not unlike her life in the present—the weave coming slowly apart, rubbed thin and transparent in places, the hem ragged and uneven. In truth, the garment was much too short for her now. She hadn’t noticed before that moment how shabby it had become, although when her mother had sewn the final stitches, it had been quite enviable.

She realized that had been ten years ago. Had any at Fallstowe known peace since then?

Her parents had seen little peace while they’d lived. Morys Foxe had held Fallstowe against the Barons and with King Henry III, and then after that weak monarch’s death, as well as Morys’s own, Amicia had seized the reins of Fallstowe in bitter defiance of the king’s son, who thought her a spy against the Crown. And now that Amicia was gone, Sybilla had taken up their mother’s dangerous banner, rebelling against Edward I so that Cecily was certain the consequences would be most dire.

Alys was safe now that she was married with the king’s own blessing, yes. But what of Sybilla? Her pride would never allow for surrender to Edward’s demands, no matter how rich and well-tended the monarch promised to leave her. Cecily did not often dwell on the possibilities that lay in store for her older sister, although she knew they were quite real, and more pressing now than ever. Alys and Piers had carried rumors from London of a siege only two months ago. Sybilla could be imprisoned.

She could be put to death.

One of her sisters was a solitary warrior, the other now a simple farmer’s wife. Cecily was truly in the middle, and not just because of the order of her birth. She could not choose either path—to fight or to surrender. And so she had chosen the only other option that was likely to bring her peace—

She had become invisible. And for years, her inconspicuousness had served her well.

Then why was she, this night, so very unhappy? So atypically discontented, and even envious of the carefree and pretty Joan Barleg, of all people? And why was she so put out at the thought that a man who would lie naked with a donkey paid her no mind?

Cecily wondered for the hundredth time this evening how her life would have been different if she and Oliver Bellecote had married. Would they be happy? In all likelihood, she would still be known by the hated moniker of Saint Cecily, if only because people would surely look upon her with pity at being married to such a scoundrel as Oliver Bellecote.

The terribly handsome, lonely scoundrel.

She sniffed loudly and then wiped at her face with the hem of her cloak before swirling it around her shoulders. She turned to the little plain clay dish on the table near her bed to retrieve her prayer beads.

This will all have passed away by the morn, she reasoned with herself. After all, Alys had been in the very depths of despair when she thought she was to marry against her will, and Alys had gone on to meet her husband at the F—

Cecily’s head came up. Her chamber was as silent as the bottom of a well.

“The Foxe Ring,” she whispered aloud, and brought her fingers to her mouth, the smooth, round beads in her hand pressing against her lips, as if trying too late to stifle her words.

The old ring of standing stones at the crumbling Foxe ruin was rumored to be a magic place. Men and women throughout the land had used the mysterious circle for generations in order to find a mate. The legend was unlikely, yes, but Alys had gone, and Piers had found her in the midst of a very unlikely set of circumstances.

Perhaps ... perhaps Hallowshire wasn’t Cecily’s true vocation, which might explain her sudden, fierce reluctance. Perhaps she, too, should visit the Foxe Ring. Perhaps—

Cecily dropped her hands and her gaze went to the floor while she shook her head. “Superstitious nonsense,” she said sternly, quietly. “Likely a sin, as well.” Hadn’t she herself warned Alys of such on the very night her younger sister set out for the ring?

But weren’t you also wrong then? a little voice whispered in her ear.

She tried to ignore it.

Besides, the moon wasn’t even full presently, as the legend commanded. It wouldn’t be full again for a fortnight, and by that time, her letter of intent would be firmly in the hands of the kindly and elderly abbess, and this indecisive madness that had suddenly seized her would be naught but a faint and unpleasant memory.

Cecily took a deep breath and blew it out with rounded cheeks. Then she walked determinedly to the door and quit her chamber, her feet carrying her purposefully toward the wing of the castle that would allow her to exit in the bailey closest to the chapel. The sounds of the feast behind her— the shouts and laughter—chased her from her home in diminishing whispers until she was running, and she burst through the stubborn wooden door with a gasp, as if coming up from the bottom of a lake.

The bailey was empty, the sky above black and pin-pricked with a hundred million stars. Her panting breaths clouded around her head as she recalled her mother telling her that the night sky was a protective blanket between the earth and heaven’s blinding glory. Starlight were angels peeking through the cloth.

The thought led Cecily’s mind to another faded, bittersweet memory—herself and her two sisters, as girls, playing at the abandoned keep. It was springtime, and Cecily, Alys—she could have been no more than four—and even Sybilla collected long, spindly wildflowers, yellow and white, while Amicia watched benevolently from the shade of a nearby tree.

The girls weaved in and out of the tall, standing stones, singing a song Amicia had taught them, their arms full of ragged blooms.


One, two, me and you, 
Tre, four, forever more, 
Five, six, the stones do pick, 
Seven, eight, ’tis my fate, 
Nine, ten, now I ken.



Cecily stared up at the sky for a long time.

When her heart beat slowly once more, she began walking determinedly toward the chapel—the exact opposite direction of the Foxe Ring, which seemed to be sending out ghostly echoes of that almost forgotten childhood song. As penance for her sinful thoughts and desires, Cecily decided then that she would specifically pray for Oliver Bellecote. Surely that would be akin to wearing a hair shirt.

Any matter, she would not be going to the Foxe Ring.

She stopped at the doors to the chapel, the night still around her, as if the angels above the blanket of sky held their breath and watched her to see what she would do. Her hand gripped the latch.

Cecily looked slowly, hesitantly, over her shoulder.




Chapter 2

She prayed Compline (the seventh canonical hour). And she felt somewhat better afterward, although by the time she whispered the final amen, her skin was numb from the chill wind that had persistently breathed through her thin, worn cloak, and an ache had crept into her legs from the clammy circles made by her knees pressing into the damp ground. She sensed the solid mass of the Foxe Ring’s center stone at her back, although she wasn’t touching it, and she certainly wasn’t facing it as if it were a proper altar—God forbid the very idea. The slab of rock was nothing more than a convenient place to set the small oil lamp she’d borrowed from the hook outside the chapel doors, the tiny light as effective as a single candle flame in the vastness of an inky ocean.

She looked up from her beads to the rock summits of the rectangular standing stones, carved into a midnight sky black with a new moon. What a contradiction she was, praying in a location full of superstitious magic, looking for a miracle in the midst of a legend, hoping for wisdom in a place of blind divining. What would Father Perry think if he could see her in this moment?

But Amicia Foxe had taught that God was everywhere, and Cecily still believed her mother. And she couldn’t help but think that there was a reason for her to come to the Foxe Ring, even if it was only to clear her head. Cecily certainly did not expect to be happened upon by an eligible nobleman. Even if she was, the man would likely only ask Cecily the way to the nearest town.

Which would be quite ironic, she thought, as it was she who so desperately needed direction.

“Where is my place?” she asked the sky, directing her question well above the taint of the stones. “Who am I to be, and where do I belong?”

The night air answered her with only the quiet sigh of a sleeping babe.

Cecily dropped her gaze back to her hands upon her thighs, still clutching her beads in cold fingers. Her knees and legs throbbed now from the damp cold. She blew out a short breath through her nose and then gained her feet. Looping her string of beads around her palm, she backed up against the fallen down slab of rock in the center of the ring and heaved herself up to sit atop it, her slippered feet swinging idly beneath its edge. The glowing oil lamp scattered uneasy flickers of light over the cold, gray stone.

“Still waiting,” she called out pointedly to no one in particular. “Very patiently, I might add. It’s quite cold.” She whistled a short trill of merry notes, rubbed her palms across her thighs briskly. “Waiting, waiting ... oh, come on! A lightning bolt? Earth tremble? I would settle for a plague of frogs at this point!”

She’d not had time for another properly dramatic sigh when she heard faint hoofbeats.

Her brow crinkled and she frowned as she looked through the standing stones opposite her, but the blackness revealed no rider. Only the distant whispering of a horse at full gallop, somewhere beyond the ring. Distant now, but drawing quickly nearer.

She looked up at the night sky warily. “Really?”

Perhaps it was a soldier come to fetch her home. Perhaps there was some emergency at Fallstowe and Sybilla needed her.

No. No one knew where she was, and even should someone be searching for her, the Foxe Ring would be the very last location any who knew her would think to look. Besides, when was the last time Sybilla—or anyone else, for that matter—had ever really needed her?

Cecily’s heart beat faster, keeping time, it seemed, with the furious pounding of hooves. She could hear the ragged breaths of the horse, so close was she to at last seeing her visitor.

The muzzle pushed between two stones as the horse penetrated the circle, flared nostrils, deep brown mane flying wildly over the reins behind its elongated neck. The cloaked figure astride pulled up hard on the tethers, causing the mount to rear slightly before stamping and dancing to a halt before Cecily.

Although Cecily recognized the beast as one of Fallstowe’s own, it was not Octavian, Sybilla’s mount, nor was it one of the soldiers’ geldings. Cecily raised her eyes to the shadowed triangle of hood belonging to the slender rider. In the next instant, a cloaked arm raised and threw back the hood.

“Lady Cecily!” the rider gasped, and in that moment, Cecily wanted to lie down atop the pagan monument on which she sat and die.

Joan Barleg smiled down. “You are the last person I would ever imagine to happen upon at the Foxe Ring! Are you all right?”

“Good evening, Lady Joan,” Cecily said lightly, as if the two women were meeting over a meal in Fallstowe’s great hall. “Yes, I’m quite fine, thank you. Only taking some air.” She tried to return the young woman’s smile.

Lady Joan’s eyes narrowed as she turned her head to look sideways at Cecily, and then she leaned slightly over the horse’s neck. “You do know that the moon is not full this night, do you not?”

Cecily felt as though Joan Barleg had just informed her that Cecily was out of doors in only her underclothes. “I fail to see what that has to do with anything,” Cecily choked out, striving to keep her voice level. “Why would I have a care for what phase the moon was in, Lady Joan?”

Joan’s eyes widened and then she gave a tinkling laugh to the black sky. “Of course you don’t! How silly of me,” she chuckled again, and then gave Cecily a mischievous grin. “I only thought about the old legend and that perhaps—but no.” Her blond curls bounced on her shoulders and Cecily noticed that the woman’s simple headpiece was now completely missing from her artfully mussed hair. “I apologize if I have offended you.”

Cecily gave a silent sigh of relief. “Don’t trouble your—” she began.

“Oliver has always said that you are too good for any mortal man, so the idea that you would come to the Foxe Ring looking for a husband is completely ridiculous, of course. Coolish like your sister, and isn’t it fitting for the pair of you?” The woman laughed again. “To think that—Oh, my! I’ve had too much to drink and it is affecting my judgment!”

Cecily could not even swallow, let alone think of a single reply to the woman’s statements.

People thought her to be like Sybilla?

At that moment, the faint sound of hoofbeats once more wound their way through the stones, and Lady Joan’s face swung away from Cecily to look over her mount’s rear. When she looked to Cecily again, her eyes were merry.

“I must be back to Fallstowe before he catches me. He’s so drunk, I don’t know how he is still sitting his horse,” she confided with an indulgent grin. And then her innocent-looking eyes caught a shade of devilment. “Although he has been much drunker and managed to stay erect before.”

Cecily’s stomach lurched.

Joan wheeled her horse around. “Good night, Lady Cecily, and good luck in your many holy en-deavorations. Pray for Oliver and me if you think of it—We’ll get married, you know.”

“Joan!” The hoarse male cry sounded faint and far.

“You certainly were made for each other,” Cecily quipped before she could think better of it.

“Why, thank you, Lady Cecily,” the woman said softly and with a surprised smile. “Your blessing is almost as good as a priest’s.”

“Joan! Where are you, blasted woman?”

The blond woman shouted into the blackness. “This way! If you catch me you can keep me—forever!” She turned her head, gave Cecily a saucy wink, and then kicked at her horse’s sides. The mount sprang into a run, kicking up clods of soft, damp dirt before bolting past the center stone and out of the Foxe Ring.

Cecily could have been carved out of the same stone upon which she sat, so still was she. Her whole body was numb, and not entirely from the cold wind that played the standing stones like a pipe. But her heart still pounded in her chest.

He would ride right past her. He would disappear into the night, chasing Joan Barleg, having never known she was there. And that was the very best thing, in Cecily’s opinion. Let him tell his drunken mates that she was too good for a man’s attentions. Cecily understood now—she was but a caricature to make fun of, mock. Ha-ha, frigid Cecily, isn’t she odd?

She would send her letter of intent to the abbess at Hallowshire with the rising sun.

She could feel the reverberations of the approaching horse through the stone. Surely he would gain the top of the small rise and then swerve around the ring to chase after his betrothed.

She heard the horse’s scream in the same moment the beast’s head and forelegs came into view just inside the standing ring. Cecily saw its knees lock, its legs elongating, deep furrows of dirt ploughed up and over its hooves like soft, short boots. The horse stopped.

Its rider did not.

A black, tentacled mass flew through the air in a high arc, and although Cecily expected some sort of cry of dismay, the rider’s flight was silent, if supremely energetic. Perhaps he thought to sprout wings at the last moment and float safely to the ground.

Cecily let her head turn and follow the human projectile. She flinched as the body collided with the center stone on which she sat, mayhap only two feet away from her. She heard a sick, solid snap, and then the body rebounded to the dirt beneath her slippers, motionless.

She leaned forward slightly to look down upon Oliver Bellecote, his slender, handsome face pale as milk, his full lips slack, his reedy lashes resting on his cheeks. His cloak was spread out on the ground behind him, like the wings he was woefully lacking, his shirt pulled open in a deep V, revealing one sculpted pectoral muscle and shoulder.

“Are you dead?” she inquired.

The body did not move.

Cecily leaned back into her upright position and then stretched out her foot and ankle, nudging Oliver Bellecote’s hip with the toe of her slipper. His torso rocked, and he gave a ghostly moan.

“I suppose not,” she said grimly.

His eyelids fluttered open, and his eyes rolled back in his skull as if attempting to ascertain the damage sustained with his pitifully small brain. He blinked his gaze aright with effort and then seemed to try to focus on her.

“Lady Cecily?” he whispered incredulously, then he squeezed his eyes shut again slowly as if in great pain. Cecily supposed that he was. “Fuck me!” he gasped, bringing his left hand across his chest to grab at his right bicep.

One of Cecily’s eyebrows lifted.

 


 



Oliver’s head swam a bit. His arm hurt. He felt a pinching of sorts on the right side of his ribs with every breath. He looked up at the serene woman still looking down at him from her perch upon the wide slab of rock.

Saint Cecily Foxe.

In that moment, Oliver had never seen the woman look quite so ... unconcerned. Considering that he had just been thrown from his horse and now lay sprawled on the ground in pain, he was surprised at her lack of empathy. Wasn’t she honor-bound to aid those in need? Yet she only looked down upon him as if he were little more than an interesting breed of dog that had wandered over and flopped down at her feet.

“Aren’t you going to help me up?” he asked.

Her brow creased slightly, perhaps tardy concern at last, and Oliver couldn’t help but notice again how much she resembled her older sister, Sybilla. They shared the same ivory face, the same thick, mahogany hair. But where Sybilla Foxe’s eyes were eerie, blue ice chips, Cecily’s face boasted big, warm pools of chocolate. Sybilla was charming, bold, seductive, powerful; Cecily was meek, dutiful, chaste. Even his older brother, August, had sung Cecily’s praises while head over heels in love with the Ice Queen, and so Oliver could not understand the chill coming from the woman now.

She gave a little sniff, and her forehead smoothed as she turned her face up to the sky. “I do think it’s beginning to rain.”

In the next instant, he felt a cold splash on his cheek. Perfect.

He levered himself onto his left elbow and then struggled to pull his knees beneath him. The right side of his chest seared. Keeping his right arm close to his side, he pushed off from the ground with his left hand and rose slowly, his whole body swaying and his head spinning sickly while two more drops plopped onto his scalp through his hair. His cloak seemed to be attempting to choke him, topple him, and so he reached up with his left hand and jerked the clasp loose, letting the heavy garment fall to the ground.

“Where’s my horse?” he muttered, looking around him, and wondering how he had managed to be found inside an old ring of stones alone with Cecily Foxe, who continued to eye him coolly.

“It wasn’t actually your horse though, was it?” she parried. “Any matter, he ran off the instant he had unseated you. He’s likely halfway back to Fallstowe by now.”

“Perfect,” he said, aloud this time. Then he turned his head back gingerly to look at the supposedly godly woman seated on the stone slab. “What about your mount? Or did you come on your broom?”

She shook her head and then smiled serenely. “I walked. Human legs work in nearly the same capacity in moving one from place to place as horses’, in case you didn’t know.”

He shot her what he hoped was a sarcastic smile. “Helpful. Thank you.”

“You’re quite welcome.” She nodded toward his upper body. “It’s broken.”

“It isn’t,” he argued curtly. “Only sprained. Fuck!” The rain now made little pitter-patters on the stones and ground at his feet. The flame in the oil lamp sputtered. She was sliding off the stone now to her feet, and so he took a step toward her. “I seem to have lost my bearings. Which way to Fallstowe?”

She casually picked up the oil lamp and then turned to face him. After a moment, she extended her free arm to point generally behind her.

“And it is broken,” she insisted. “I’ve tended many injuries like it, and so I can tell you with a fair amount of certainty that, combined with the bump you took on your empty skull, you are in shock. If you attempt to walk back to Fallstowe in the cold rain, you’ll likely die.” She blinked, gave him that serene smile again. “Please, be my guest, though.”

Oliver frowned. “I know I’m drunk, but what’s come over you, Lady Cecily? On every other occasion of our meeting, you have only been sincere and accommodating. What have I done to offend you so besides getting thrown from my horse?”

Cecily shrugged. “Oh, I am quite sincere, I promise you. Perhaps I simply have run through my stores of hospitality for Sybilla’s addlepated and selfish guests. And as for you getting thrown from your horse, what kind of sympathy do you expect from me? Apparently you yourself have no regard for the possible outcomes of such an accident. That is the way in which your brother only very recently died, and yet you cavort about Fallstowe in the dead of night, soaked in drink, and on an unfamiliar horse.”

Oliver’s blood, until very recently heated by drink and pain, ran cold. He shook his head, hoping the motion and the cold rain would clear it, but it only brought a sickening ache.

“What did you just say to me?”

“Why? Did you find it cold?” She gave a little chuckle, but her eyes were hard. “You heard me correctly, Lord Bellecote.”

“What a right bitch you have turned out to be, when away from your den,” Oliver said hoarsely, more than a little nonplussed.

“Then that shall be yet another trait Sybilla and I have in common, no?” She turned and began to walk in the direction opposite from where she had indicated Fallstowe Castle lay.

“You’ve had everyone fooled, haven’t you?” he called to her retreating back, even though he still felt that he was in the grip of some nonsensical nightmare. “Pure, sweet, innocent Saint Cecily—so far removed from her sisters and the rumors of witchcraft! And where do I happen upon you?” he demanded, looking around him and recognizing at last where they were. “The magical Foxe Ring, with your prayer beads clasped in your hand! I can see the damp patches on your skirts, Lady Cecily—giving the Devil his due, were you?”

Cecily Foxe stopped, and for a moment she was absolutely still. Then she slowly turned to face him, holding the lamp in one hand, the flame revealing her face in an almost ethereal glow. The rain came down in a steady shower now, and yet her hair, her shoulders, did not appear the least bit damp.

“Jealous?” she asked, and then gave him a slow smile.

Oliver felt his head draw back as if she had reached out the twenty or so feet that separated them and slapped him. A strange sensation tingled in his spine, and perhaps it was only the drink and the pain that was affecting him, but the front of his breeches felt uncomfortably tight. He had the odd compulsion to march up to her and insult her again, so that she might truly strike him.

He suddenly craved a very physical altercation with Cecily Foxe.

She turned once more and began walking away.

“Where are you going?” he demanded.

She didn’t answer him. The light of the oil lamp bobbed, dimmed, and then seemed to disappear altogether.

Oliver was left in the cold rain, the darkness pressing against him like an invisible, malevolent entity.

“Cecily!” he shouted, and then winced and brought his left hand to his head briefly.

The only reply he received was the shush of the rain on the stones of the Foxe Ring, as if they were warning him to be quiet, be still.

Oliver felt as though his world had been poured into a sack, shaken enthusiastically, and then dumped out on the wet ground. He had left Fallstowe pleasantly inebriated, able-bodied, on horseback, and chasing after Joan Barleg—the very reason he had drank so much in the first place. But the blasted woman had taken his pursuit as nothing more than another game.

Now, he was injured, afoot in the rain, and was fairly certain he had just revealed Cecily Foxe to be an evil, black-hearted succubus.

His arm wasn’t broken—he wouldn’t allow it. He thought he could find his way back to Fallstowe with only marginal effort, although he would return quite wet and cold. No matter, he would simply delay speaking to Joan Barleg until he had warmed up—and sobered up—properly.

He looked back to the darkness into which Lady Cecily had disappeared.

Jealous?

Her parting word to him seemed to echo in the cold wind that blasted through the stones, and Oliver shivered. Lewd and heated images of the middle Foxe sister sprang into his mind as if planted there by the Devil himself—images that even an hour ago, Oliver would have forced himself to the confessional for.

His arm no longer hurt at all.

He walked into the darkness after her.




Chapter 3

Cecily practically dove through the old stone doorway of the ruined keep, then spun and flattened her back against the wall. Her chest heaved as though she had just run the entire way from Fallstowe, the oil lamp rattling in her shaking grip. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to breathe through her nose. Her cheeks were afire and even her teeth clicked together as her jaw trembled.

What on earth had come over her just now, speaking to Oliver Bellecote in such a manner? Never in her life had such cold, hateful, and even lascivious words fallen from her lips. The man was a wastrel, yes, and perhaps a bit of an insensitive dandy, true, but he had just lost his brother in a terrible accident, and had only moments ago nearly been killed in the same manner himself. He had spoken rudely to her, but only after Cecily had baited him.

And now he was alone, injured, and quite drunk, in the cold rain. She had spoken the truth when she’d said he was in shock, and now he could wander off from the ruin and die, and it would be Cecily’s fault.

What was wrong with her tonight?

She opened her eyes and listened, but could hear nothing beyond the rain now falling in a roar beyond the jagged bones of the old keep. The oil lamp illuminated the inside of the dubious shelter only to the point that it was not pitch black, and Cecily could barely make out the ghostly shadow of the old stone stairs clinging to the wall on the far side of the doorway. The short flight went nowhere now, of course, the old wooden floor that was once the great hall above having rotted away years ago. She reminded herself to keep her wits about her—only four or six paces straight ahead was the stone-lined pit of the keep’s foundation—the dungeon. She could hear the rain running into it like a waterfall, hidden away in the night.

At least standing against the curved exterior wall she was sheltered from the downpour. Over the decades, half of the old conical roof that topped the keep had fallen in, but the other half had merely sagged against the ancient, massive center cross support, collecting a variety of leaves and seed that had colonized the rotting wood and, in the spring and summer, appeared from afar to be a jaunty, grassy green cap. Now it contained enough dead vegetation to keep Cecily dry.

In other circumstances, Cecily would have breathed a prayer of thanks for the little miracle of the ancient ruin sheltering her, but tonight she felt as though she were trapped here. Outside was the rain, and Oliver Bellecote. Outside was the Foxe Ring, which Cecily fancied was still whispering echoes of the scandalous words she’d spoken. Far beyond was Fallstowe, and the ghost of the Cecily she had obviously abandoned at the Candlemas feast.

She felt as though during those few moments in the Foxe Ring between being happened upon by Joan Barleg and then Oliver Bellecote she had changed in some fantastic, supernatural way. Who was she now? Was that woman brave enough and humble enough to go into the storm and search for a wounded man? Or would she crouch in the ruin like a vain coward and wait for the rain to stop so that she could hurry home to her rooms, pretending that this night had never happened?

She was afraid of Oliver Bellecote. Afraid of what he stood for, who he was, and the shameful way she had reacted to him only moments ago. According to Joan Barleg, he mocked Cecily to his friends, thought her cold like Sybilla. He did not even view her as a woman, only a joke, or perhaps a useful piece of furniture.

“‘Aren’t you going to help me up?’” she sneered into the dark. “ ‘Which way to Fallstowe?’ Pig.” Cecily gasped and then clapped her free hand over her mouth.

Definitely, definitely going to hell.

She would visit Father Perry at sunrise, her letter of intent in hand. Obviously she had been possessed by a demon while praying inside the pagan Foxe Ring, and it would be quite necessary to have the evil cast out of her before cloistering herself at Hallowshire. She hoped the process wouldn’t be very painful.

Before she could contemplate further on the mysteries of her impending exorcism, Oliver Bellecote lurched through the doorway of the ruin to her right, charging straight toward the center of the keep, and the subterranean pool below.

“Cecily!” he called drunkenly.

Cecily didn’t think, she only reacted. She dropped the oil lamp and with a crash the ruin was pitch black, but Oliver was still clear in her mind’s eye. She shouted his name as she rushed forward, reaching out with both hands to grasp his tunic from behind. Her feet stumbled across the oil lamp, and it rolled into the pit with a rattle and a tinkling of glass as she jerked Oliver back with all her strength. She could feel the seemingly magnetic draw of the cavernous opening below pulling at them both, and Oliver gave a surprised yell as he spun round to face her. His left arm wrapped about her waist in a blink, and locked together, he ran her backward into the stone wall once more.

His full weight pressed against her, his breath—perfumed with wine and danger—blasted down into her face. She noticed her hands rested on his chest. It was quite an intimate pose, and so she was taken aback by his next words, panted near her mouth.

“Did you just try to kill me?”

“Yes, that’s why I pulled you instead of pushing you, you miserable wretch.” Cecily squeezed her eyes shut, and she wished she could afford her mouth the same command. “One more step and what few brains you possess would have been spilt like porridge.”

He pulled her closer, his breathing shallow and ragged. “What’s possessed you so, Saint Cecily?” he demanded. “Something in the stones, perhaps? Is this place infested with the ghosts of those you’ve already sacrificed?”

“Perhaps,” she shot back, and she was shocked to hear her voice coming from her in a seductive purr. “Are you frightened?” She could feel the heat of his face, his nose hovering over her cheek, then by her ear, her jawline, and then back to her mouth as if he was exploring the scent of her.

“Do I seem frightened?” he demanded in a low voice, and pushed his groin into her belly.

Cecily gasped and turned her face away from him. But then she arched her hips forward.

“A man with a broken arm should not make threats he is unable to carry out,” she challenged him, her face heating, stinging, tears swelling behind her eyelids. It was all so sordid, so base, so—

Delicious. He wanted her. This was madness.

“Arm’s fine,” he half slurred. “And so is another part of me, you deceiving witch.”

Cecily slid her hands up his chest and when he brought his mouth to her neck, she raised her face and gave a throaty laugh, sounding so unlike herself that she almost wondered if they were being watched.

With the Foxe Ring just beyond the open doorway, perhaps they were.

“Wasn’t it said only recently that I would not have you wrapped in the holy shroud?” Cecily taunted.

“Mmm,” he acquiesced into her neck, and then nipped at it roughly. Cecily felt her skin snap back against her throat and she whimpered as he continued. “We shall see if you’ll have me or not as I slide into you.”

He pulled her away from the wall suddenly and then brought his ankle to her heels, sweeping her feet from beneath her. In a blink he had lowered her with one arm to the ground, the stones somewhat softened by a thin carpet of old leaves and moss. He lay atop her, his right arm held to his side, his left elbow supporting him.

“I could scream,” she said, but her tone was not at all sincere. She had never felt as alive as she did just then.

“I fully intend for you to,” he confided. He hissed softly as he leaned more fully onto his left side and reached down with his right arm to snag the hem of her skirts. Cecily felt the material sliding up her legs until her thighs were bare to the bite of the cold air.

What am I doing? she screamed inside her head. This was not how a woman intended for the convent behaved—mating like an animal in an abandoned, cursed ruin with a man not only known as a careless womanizer, but who was also drunk, with a broken arm, and betrothed to another woman!

“Oliver,” she whispered, as he ran his face up between her breasts and then suckled at her neck again. He was nudging her legs apart with his knees, and Cecily was aghast at the fact that she did not resist.

“What?” he mumbled.

She had to stop this while she still had some shred of sanity left. “We can’t do this.”

He went still against her, but she could feel his breaths against her skin, swirling in the hollow behind her ear.

“Yes, we can,” he whispered as he began kissing her once again, beneath the clasp of her cloak across her collarbone to the base of her throat, then down between her breasts. He paused. “You lure me out here in the middle of the night—”

“I did no such thing!”

“—tempting me with your old family magic, your angelic face, offering me your body—”

“No!”

His mouth was at her breast now, wetting the fabric of her gown over her nipple. He pressed his groin into the juncture of her legs as he raised his head once more, and Cecily gasped as she felt the hot contact of his hardened flesh.

“You cast a spell over me with your body, your luscious mouth.”

“I’m not a witch, Oliver,” she said, her words rough little pants. “You’re only drunk. You’re not thinking clearly.”

“I’m drunk, yes,” he admitted, moving his hips in a way that breached her slightly and Cecily gave a little cry. “But I’ve seen a side of you tonight that has at last made me understand my brother’s obsession with your sister—cold, heartless, brazen temptresses! Think you can say such hurtful things to me without consequence?”

“I’m sorry,” she moaned, realizing that the sentiment could apply to so many areas of her life. But what she was most sorry for at that moment was that Oliver Bellecote was taking so very long to have her.

“It’s too late for that now,” Oliver growled. “I mean to have my revenge on you. Would you deny me?”

Cecily’s pulse thudded wetly in her ears as the most intimate parts of her body throbbed. The night swirled around her head, muddling her thoughts. All she could feel was his heat, his arm around her, the wanton display of her flesh to the blackness of the inside of the ruin.

“Cecily,” he demanded sharply, bringing her back from the brink of her ecstatic self-absorption. He nudged further into her and Cecily hissed. “I’m going to punish you. Are you ready?”

And then it was as if the night went multicolored around her, blinding her, deafening her to the meek words of restraint spoken by the girl she had been for so many years, and once more she became the woman of the old stone ring.

She pushed back against him and leaned up to whisper opposite his mouth, “Do your worst.”

He took her mouth then, pushing her head back to the ground so swiftly that her skull knocked against the stones, and he kissed her deeply. His tongue swirled in her mouth, his lips pulling at hers. She could feel the scratching of his slight beard, smell the masculine scent of his sweat and faint cologne, taste his desire for her body in his own mouth. She was the one who felt drunk now.

He broke away, leaving both of them gasping. “You mock me?” he challenged down into her face.

“I simply don’t feel very punished as of yet,” she panted. “You talk and talk and—”

Oliver Bellecote growled and then took Cecily’s virginity with a single, hard thrust, and she in fact did scream. It did not slow him though.

Cecily cried out with each thrust—the pain was very real. But there was something beneath it, a hunger for him that was not yet sated, and she welcomed each intrusion. “Oliver!”

“Feeling it now?” he asked in a low, hard voice, never slowing his pace.

“Yes!” she cried.

“Good. I want you to remember this the next time you think to speak to me so coldly, Cecily Foxe.” He turned his head away for a moment and groaned in his throat. He drove into her deeply and paused. Again, and then paused. He was breathing through his nose now, as if attempting to restrain himself.

The sharpest pain was gone from Cecily now, replaced by an uncomfortable but compelling throbbing of her flesh, an opening of her body to him. She arched up into him, whimpering at his lack of attention.

“Oliver,” she said again, hearing the keening want in her voice.

“What is it, Cecily?” he asked hoarsely, taking up maddeningly deep, slow strokes. “Tell me what it is you desire.”

“More,” she whined.

“More?” he taunted, and she could feel the shuddering of his thighs against hers, the shaking of his left forearm as it pressed against her shoulder.

She turned her forehead into his arm and nodded.

“Ah-ah,” he chastised darkly. “You must say it again. This is your punishment and you will accept it as I command.”

“More,” she moaned, arching her neck and her back.

He drove into her swiftly twice and then slowed once more. “Is that what you want?” he teased.

“Yes!”

“Tell me,” he pressed.

“More,” she repeated. “Faster.”

He increased his pace, but did not enter her fully. “Like that?” he taunted.

“Nooo,” she moaned.

He leaned down near her ear, licked it. “Tell me,” he ordered darkly.

“Hard,” she panted.

Oliver obliged her with her next breath, driving into her until Cecily cried out.

“Is that it?” he demanded. “Is that what you wanted?”

“Yes!” she cried out. “Yes!”

“I’ve watched you for years,” he said at her ear. “Wondered what lay beneath those drab gowns, fantasized about having the pure, sweet Cecily beneath me.”

With his every scandalous word, Cecily could feel herself drawing nearer release, as if his voice was pushing her toward the edge.

“Don’t stop,” she pleaded.

“Oh, I won’t,” he said in a pained voice, and drove into her even harder. “You dirty little liar.” He claimed her mouth again, pushing his tongue inside.

Her climax came over her like falling from the top of Fallstowe’s tallest tower. Her entire body tensed, seized, her breathing stopped. Oliver pulled his mouth away from hers suddenly, and Cecily gave voice to her deep, forbidden pleasure, her cry echoing off the stone ruin in waves.

“Oh, Cecily,” Oliver panted. “Perfect, so—” And then his hoarse yell chased the fading chorus of her cry as he drove into her a final time, so deeply that Cecily screamed.

Oliver gripped her throat with his weak right hand and moaned over and over as he pulsed inside her. Cecily realized she was weeping with the power of what they had just done.

After a moment, Oliver leaned down and kissed her mouth, deeply again, but so slowly, gently. Then he pulled out of her and rolled to his back at her side. Cecily’s chest was hitching, and she raised one hand to swipe at her cheeks with the back of her wrist.

She felt positively reborn.

“Jesus,” Oliver gasped.

Cecily turned her head to try to see him in the humid pitch black, scented with their recent passions. His profile was a darker shadow against shadow.

“My fucking arm hurts,” he wheezed. “Ribs, too.”

“It shall be tended properly when we return to Fallstowe in the morn,” Cecily said timidly. She was unsure how to take him now. “Perhaps your horse will still be about after all, and we won’t be forced to walk.” She pushed her skirts down awkwardly and then rolled over on her side to face him. “Can you feel your hand at all?”

Silence pressed between them.

“Oliver?” she queried softly, leaning toward him.

He snored loudly.
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