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Preface
The one thing all humans and animals have in common is a never ending search for love, friendship, companionship and family, as well as a place to feel a part of something. So this book is dedicated to each and every one of us, the world over, and to the many animals, 2 legged, or 4 legged, that constantly yearn to find this most universal of emotions – love!
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Chapter 1
(Twenty Years Ago)

“4… 3… 2… 1… Ready or not, here I come,” Elizabeth shouted in rhythm, uncovering her eyes to inspect the wooded field ahead. It was a wondrous day to escape the valley where she lived with her aunt and uncle, into the forest for a game of Hide-and-Seek. And this was the last game of the day. The sun was fading in the sky and soon it would be time to retreat indoors for supper and all those last minute bedtime rituals. This was a game they’d always played, just the two of them. Two years apart with only a combined age of 18, Elizabeth and Richard were best friends.

She ran as fast as she could through the twilight forest in the hopes of catching him before her uncle called them in. Her uncle would usually signal the day had come to an end by a shrill whistle made with his lips over his teeth, pressing down on two brawny pinky fingers pushed over top of a curled up tongue, and blowing. It was a shrill sound that seemed to travel for miles and one that she would never mistake. Still, Elizabeth hoped they would be able to finish this game before it was brought to an abrupt stop for the night.

It would not be long before she caught her friend, Rick. His name was really Richard but everybody around here called him Rick. She was already on to his tracks, even though he would try to cover them up, or create some type of diversion but terribly fail and get tagged. The wooden heels of his leather boots left a perfect trail for about fifty yards, leading directly into an unexplored part of the forest. Well, not unexplored, it was just an uncharted part of the forest to her.

She stopped at their invisible boundary line and observed her surroundings for the first time. There wasn’t anywhere she was not permitted to go as long as she stayed on the trail their house was on, and this area was not of the right course. In fact, she had never ventured past more than an eye full of the land. After twisting her head in every direction, she glanced to the trees and watched as leaves slowly descended, spinning or swaying all around her, the sun hardly visible through all the many tall trees around her, the sounds of the wilderness compelling her to tighten up her hearing senses to focus on finding that one person in particular.

“Where is he”, she thought to herself with a smile, hoping to hear the slightest footfall, stick crack or leaf rustle somewhere nearby. Was he that foolish to disobey their caretakers orders and travel farther than what was permitted? Elizabeth immediately knew the answer to that particular question before it had fully formed in her mind. “Boys!” she murmured under her breath, with just a hint of aggravation in her voice.

His tracks led into the unknown wild just beyond the path she now stood upon. But wait! Hang on. Okay, now she could see where the tracks really stopped. His tracks had completely vanished after about five steps inside the uncharted new land ahead of her. She thought it was possible that he stepped back over them in reverse and that maybe he was just getting smarter and learned how to cover his tracks now. But she couldn’t just stand there, the sun was fading fast and she was determined to catch him before it was too late.

She turned back to where she had entered the area and couldn’t see the stables, let alone their house. Her uncle would be furious if he knew where she was right now. She could not see anything but woods, with the all too familiar trees closing in on her – she wondered to herself what she might have to do next if she didn’t fine Rick fast. Curiosity killed the cat but what’s wrong with a little adventure? Something about the other side of that imaginary line enthralled her enough to finally raise a foot to make that first step into the unfamiliar woods.

As her foot hit the softness of the Earth’s green mossy hair, the sounds of a snicker was captured by her right ear, jerking her attention to the treetops in that direction. As she was looking upward, a squirrel bounced from one limb to another, disappearing into the nature above her before the sound of a light stomp came from up ahead her, near ground level, and she dropped her sights to see him. He was crouched on one knee and had a flat palm in the grass, with a grin on his face and a childish, boyish glare in his eyes.

Rick’s hair was brown with golden highlights, freshly trimmed and prickly at the ends. He wore a brown leather vest over a white long sleeve button up shirt. His dirty denim jeans were tucked inside his favorite brown buckskin boots. His face was beaded with the first hint of perspiration and his hands were covered in his best work gloves, stained with the soil of many past chores and loads of many long forgotten games played out in the barn and all over their little farm.

Rick must have descended from the trees somehow, but the lowest limbs were more than ten feet above, and he would have definitely hurt himself landing from a drop of that height. But he did it some how, he must have, and in all the Hide-n-Seek games they’ve played before he’s never pulled such a daring stunt with technique of this magnitude. Of course he would sometimes hide in the bushes and skip from tree to tree, cover himself with leaves or throw rocks in opposite directions. But this was an original move for sure. How could any ten year-old complete a ten foot leap without at least one bone being cracked on impact?

Her eyes bugged as she was caught in awe of his incredible accomplishment just now. He didn’t say a word as all these thoughts raced through her mind, but she knew in her heart that this was, indeed, an unusual moment. Just then the shriek of her uncle’s whistle sounded through the last minutes of sundown, and without time to wonder, she rushed toward his echoing whistle with determination still set in her thoughts. She would have to explore this area more later, she thought to herself as she ran toward the house, following the sound of her uncle’s whistle. He had already whistled once – he would have a fit if he had to do it more than twice.

Even so, she still passed the boy, slapping the sleeve of his shirt. “You’re it!” she laughed and picked up the pace before he had the chance to tag her back. Rick turned and chased her toward the house, lowered his brows and flipped her a competitive hand signal to further antagonize her on the course back home. It was more like a race, actually, considering the next game of Hide-and-Seek would be held on pause until the following morning, after the chores were completed and the daily luncheon was held.

Anyone in the area could hear the joyous laughter of them both as they ran, the innocence they exuded and the youth of a boy and girl’s seemingly everlasting friendship and explorations. They laughed and yelled and called out to each other to further egg each other on as they rushed back toward the cabin. He finally caught up to her twenty yards before the clearing. “You didn’t think I would let you cross did you?” he asked in between breaths as they still ran to the house.

She smiled at him in reply. At that very instant a short-lived scream, more like a loud whine or a bird’s final call of the day, arose from somewhere behind her, scaring her into a self-tripping fall. She instinctively grabbed a hold of the boy’s sleeve to help prevent the plunge, taking him down with her as well. After landing atop of her and sharing a brief twinkling of eye contact that could have been their first hint of something more than a friendship developing, he sprung to his feet, swung around to the sound, and reached underneath his shirt to produce a shining dagger.

She had seen the dagger from her place on the ground, jumped to her feet and grabbed his shoulders playfully from behind. She was not frightened any longer. She wanted to see who or what it was that had made the sound, twisting and turning her head in all of the growing nightfall, suddenly feeling protected by the presence of her ally. But he then told her to run, and she did, she ran like the wind while he lagged behind a few steps.

Her uncle’s whistle once more filled the air. This second whistle was the last he would make before he got really angry with the children. And they both knew it. So they sped up their race doing their best to at least get within an eyes view of their home before whistle number three was made. They definitely did not want a third whistle spoiling an otherwise great day. Upon returning home, he told her, “That sound you heard back there – it was nothing… only a hawk’s calling through the night.”

But could it have been more, she wondered to herself? What did Rick mean by all that back there? And how did he know she had heard something? The more she thought about it, the more curious she became about their most recent adventure. But for now, it was time to wash up, eat supper and do a few more last minute things before bedtime. Soon enough she would soon let her curiosity take her on a fantastic adventure as she slept safely in her bed.





Chapter 2
(Present Day)

Elizabeth Fox had always been a horse lover. In fact, even long before her family bought their first horses, many years ago, she would spend hours and hours looking at pictures of them in every book, newspaper or magazine she could find. Everyone in her family knew that one day she would make a fine horsewoman, and she certainly lived up to that and well surpassed all their expectations.

She worked hard learning all she could about horses and eventually bought her own boarding stable. Needless to say, her uncle was so proud of her and her accomplishments. To top it all off, today was a wonderful winter’s day – and an incredible day to take a ride. She sighed happily as her mare’s hoofs crunched through the dry snow as they headed out once again. It was a perfect winter morning for a trail ride through the snowy forest that lay directly behind her boarding stable.

As usual, she had been the first to arrive at the barn that morning. She and her mare, Braveheart, had managed to tack up and slip out onto the trails long before any of the stable workers arrived to start their morning chores. Elizabeth had ridden these trails easily several hundred times just by herself, but she still enjoyed wandering through each of these meandering paths. She and Braveheart could probably navigate them all blindfolded with one leg tied behind their backs if put to test.

As it were, the winter sun began to rise a bit higher in the cold morning sky, warming the snow. And at that same time an early morning fog began to roll through the woodlands. Absolutely breath taking! Elizabeth loved days like this out on the trails. If only she had thought to have brought her camera along.

Soon the entire forest looked like something out of a dreamy fairytale she remembered from her childhood, or maybe a story in a fairy tale told time and time again. Misty clouds crept through the trees like a stranger in the night and the air hung wet with mist. This was the sort of weather that made you think you could turn around and see a unicorn peeking out from behind a pine at any time. Elizabeth chuckled at her fanciful thinking. Braveheart was the closest thing she would ever see to a unicorn – her beautiful white coat made her an excellent stand in for the mythical creature.

Eventually Elizabeth directed her horse down to the lower path, which would soon lead out of the woods to an open corn field that all the animals seemed to flock to. Perhaps, she thought to herself, visibility would be better in the open there. Elizabeth soon realized her mistake though, as the fog became even heavier about them and made seeing anything around them almost impossible. The clouds of vapor were settling onto the lower ground, making visibility even worse, instead of better. “Bad choice, Elizabeth,” she thought to herself a little bit aggravated.

As the two kept traveling slowly towards the area where the field should be, the fog got so thick Elizabeth couldn’t see more than a foot past Braveheart’s nose. Elizabeth sighed and dismounted her horse at that point. It was time she turned her mare around and headed back to the barn.  There was no sense continuing on this way, they couldn’t see anything at all more than a foot ahead of them in any direction, any way. No matter how well anyone knew these trails, it was ridiculously dangerous to ride when you couldn’t see an unexpected animal or obstacle pop up out of no where right in front of you.

So Elizabeth took Braveheart’s lead and they changed direction, heading back in the direction from whence they came. Leading her horse back up the hill, Elizabeth stopped when Braveheart whinnied to another horse in recognition, even though Elizabeth had heard nothing.

“What is it, girl? Do you hear someone you recognize?” Obviously Elizabeth couldn’t see anyone, but she tilted her head, listening intently anyway. Finally there was an answering whinny from somewhere up the path, along with the faint sound of several horses moving, and even that of a few dogs barking off in the distance.

The source of these new sounds were simply way too far away for the sounds to be coming from the stable area. But the sounds didn’t seem to really be coming from that direction in the first place – the weather can play tricks on you in situations like this so she really wasn’t absolutely certain where the sounds were coming from. And that concerned her just a bit. Another group of riders must be braving the foggy trails this morning. Who would be out in force this time of the day and in such awful riding conditions? Then she clearly heard it – the clarion blare of a hunting horn, followed by the soulful baying of a large pack of hounds.

Elizabeth chuckled to herself and nervously combed Braveheart’s mane with her fingers as she stood there listening to the approaching sound of the hunting party. She had forgotten that a fox hunting club had asked for permission to use the land next to her property for a hunt. They didn’t actually hunt living foxes – instead they had a “drag hunt” – where the club laid out a scent trail for the hounds and horses to follow well in advance of the actual day of the event. This way you could have all the fun and excitement of a hunt, without all the animal rights issues. She had thought the hunt was going to take place next weekend; obviously she must have gotten the dates mixed up somehow.

At this point the details of the hunt she had forgotten previously somehow didn’t really matter. So Elizabeth waited a few minutes, listened carefully for the group to figure out their location, remounted her horse, and then moved to the side of the path, very cautious of what could happen if she were not paying complete attention. She didn’t want the hunters and hounds blundering into her by accident.

“Ware the hunt!” She called out in her loudest voice. “Rider on your path. Ware the hunt!” she repeated just to be sure she was heard!

Listening carefully still, she could vaguely hear the warning being passed back amongst the members of the hunting party that was steadily approaching her. Soon enough, Elizabeth saw the fog part, and the Master of the Hunt came riding towards her at a brisk trot. His bright red jacket was beautiful as it appeared so brilliantly in contrast against the white snow, white fog and brown tree bark all around him. There would be no missing him in that outfit in this circumstance. He rode atop a blue roan so dark the horse was the color of a turbulent and fiery thunderstorm.





Chapter 3
“Hold. Hold!” He yelled to no one in particular that she could see, and despite the fact that she could still not actually see the other riders, she could hear each one of them come to a complete stop. The Master of the Hunt urged his horse on up next to Braveheart and Elizabeth.

When he was close enough, Elizabeth’s breath nearly caught in her throat. The Master of the Hunt was devastatingly handsome, with powerful aristocratic features, a muscular build and immaculately dressed with no imperfections of any kind despite the strenuous activity of the sport they were undertaking. Something about his incredible good looks screamed barbarian or warrior to her; as if he ought to be wearing armor or some kind, rather than his handsome scarlet coat.

“Good morning, my lady. Have you come to join our hunt?” he asked her politely.

Elizabeth’s denial instantly became stuck in her throat. His to-the-point demeanor immediately caught her off guard. His presence, incredible good looks and concise question were just a bit too much to take in all at one time. When she’d heard a hunt club was due to come through the area a few days ago, the thought had occurred to her see if she could get an invitation. However one thing led to another, you know how it is, and she had never followed through on that thought. Still, her intention had only been to take a leisurely trail ride this morning, not to engage in the rigors of a full fledged fox hunt.

“Henry, what is the hold up here? Why are we stopping?” Another rider from the hunting party in an ornately decorated black coat brought his steel grey mount forward to where they now stood, and slowly looked Elizabeth up and down. He was followed by a woman, whose mount, and clothing, matched his own, complete to the silver thread embroidery seen on each jacket.

The Master of the Hunt instantly pinned the newcomer with a stare that Elizabeth was glad she was not on the receiving end of. “I have found a possible addition to our hunting party, James. You will mind your manners with the lady,” he said matter of factly to the newcomer. The huntsman turned his gaze to the impolite newcomer first, then back to Elizabeth. “I can easily see the desire you have to ride the hunt with us in your eyes, my dear. What is your name, and that of your mount?”

“I’m Elizabeth Fox, my friends call me Elizabeth, or Beth. And this is my horse, Braveheart,” Elizabeth patted her mare’s neck fondly.

At that time the black coated woman atop the steel grey mare, put her hand on her companion’s arm and said to him, “They are good luck names James. We could certainly use new blood in our party.”

By the way his face softened at her touch, it was immediately clear to Elizabeth that the pair were deeply in love. “Very well my dear, I completely believe what you say is true – and I agree.” James then turned to Elizabeth and said, “Ride with us if you dare, young Elizabeth, but be now warned. The hunt is dangerous, and can claim the unwary.” And with that statement the two black clothed members rode away.

Elizabeth frowned at the rude man’s tone. She didn’t enjoy people being rude or condescending to her. She was a very capable horsewoman in her own right and she knew she would have no problems keeping up with their hunt. The Master of the Hunt reached out to touch her as he claimed her attention again. “I am called Henry Edwards, my friends call me Henry. And I have the honor of leading this fine hunt this wonderful morn. My mount is called Stryker.” Henry held his hand out to her again.  “Will you join us on our hunt today, Elizabeth?”

Her thoughts raced back to the rude mans question and with a defiant glance back toward James’ general direction, Elizabeth took Henry’s hand. “I’d be delighted to sir”. And with that agreement, the Master of the Hunt masterfully kissed her hand, much to Elizabeth’s delight.  She blushed lightly thinking this must be exactly how women felt back in medieval times when knights saved their ladies from peril or doom. That was definitely not the kind of gesture, or response, she was expecting from him. She turned Braveheart back down the path in the direction of the others and slowly rode away with the new party.

Over the next half hour or so, the fog lightened as the party allowed the hounds to track the scent of their quarry. Elizabeth had never seen fox hounds that looked quite like this pack of nine. They were huge, much larger than any hounds she had ever witnessed prior, and pure white, except for their ears which were a deep chestnut red. When she asked Henry what breed of dog they were, he chuckled out loud. “They are a welsh breed, I doubt you will have ever  heard of them, my dear, Elizabeth. They are quite rare, even in their own homeland, but superb hunters.”As he spoke, one of the hounds bayed in the distance, and with that the others quickly took off, following suit.

“They have picked up the scent, come, come, Elizabeth! Join us now.” And just like that the entire hunting party was on the chase, barreling after the hounds as they chased the scent trail of the “fox”. In this kind of weather, the woods Elizabeth thought she knew so well, looked terribly unfamiliar and strangely enchanted in a way she hadn’t ever noticed before. She wasn’t sure if it was the fog or something else all together, but all things on the hunt felt somewhat strange to her. It was very disconcerting for her, in fact.

Riding along with the others she saw the excited hounds pass under a large fallen tree which barred the path they were now on; she and Braveheart would have to jump over if they wanted to go past the downed obstacle. Braveheart took little urging to sail over the downed tree, as effortless as a frog hopping to a new lily pad. Suddenly, from further up the trail, Elizabeth heard an abrupt yelp of pain from one of the hounds, and immediately after that she heard Henry’s voice yelling, angrily, calling for the hunt to stop.

The entire hunting part stopped on a dime at Henry’s command. Elizabeth slowly urged her mare forward to see what had happened and the reason for the hunt’s immediate stop. When she caught up to the rest of the pack, she found Henry bent over one of the immense dogs, which was holding up a nasty looking, bloodied paw. Obviously injured from some unknown object out here in the field, the dogs injury to it’s paw was dreadful, but not life ending. But Henry was furious over it. Elizabeth dismounted her horse and called out to him. “Henry, what happened to the dogs leg? Is it going to be all right?”

“Cattle wire. It was cattle wire! I didn’t see it, and Deacon here ran straight into it.” He swore in a language she didn’t understand, though she guessed it might be Gaelic as he patiently cared for the dogs wound. “Ware the wire. Ware the wire!” He called out to the hunting party.

Horrified gasps echoed through the other riders at Henry’s call. Elizabeth frowned at their responses but also at the unforeseen wire out here in the field.  She certainly hadn’t remembered ever seeing any cattle wire on her many rides through this area before but it’s arrival now worried her as anyone could be injured by the malicious barrier. She turned back to Braveheart to rummage through her saddle bags, and pulled out her emergency medical kit. She always trail rode with it, just in case she or Braveheart got scraped up, or worse.

“Here, will this be of any help?” She offered the kit to Henry, who was still knelt next to the injured dog, patting it lightly and trying to keep it as calm as possible.

“My thanks to you, Elizabeth, you have a very helpful and generous heart.” Henry opened the kit, took a second to look over the contents and then set about bandaging the dogs leg wound.

As Henry quickly patched up the hound using the supplies from her first aid kit, a lovely woman riding a dappled grey mare and wearing a brilliant green coat came walking up to Elizabeth. “The hound Deacon has been injured by the ir… err the wire?”

Henry nodded his head in answer to her question, not looking up one time from his ministrations to the dog’s wound. “Elizabeth has offered us the use of her healing kit, but obviously Deacon will not be able to run the rest of the hunt with us this day.”

The woman in the green coat looked back and offered a sunny smile to Elizabeth. “You are very kind, Miss. My name is Carolyn. So nice to meet you.” The woman held out her hand in greeting the newcomer to the hunting party. Elizabeth shook the woman’s hand, which, despite the cold, still felt warm, even through her glove. “The hunt can be dangerous, and can claim the unwary. Are you quite certain you wish to continue riding with us?”

Elizabeth laughed at the question. “I’m not easily dissuaded,” she answered. Carolyn laughed in return to Elizabeth’s response as she looked across to see how Henry was doing in tending the dog, Deacon’s, wound. “Neither was I once long ago. All right then, Victor and I shall take turns carrying the injured Deacon.”

With that statement Henry nodded, picked up the large animal without a moments pause, and carefully draped the big dog over Carolyn’s gorgeous dappled grey mare. Seeing Elizabeth’s incredulous expression, Carolyn again laughed. “The hounds are trained to ride with us, if they are injured. Have no fear, my dear.”

Carolyn rode back up the path with dog on board, to where a man also riding a dappled grey stallion, also wearing a green jacket, waited for her. Elizabeth blinked and did a double take at the sight. She hadn’t had a chance to meet the entire hunting party yet. Now she realized, not counting Henry and herself, that there were only six other people on the hunt. There were three men and three women, arranged in pairs, each riding matching mares and stallions in various shades of grey. Henry smiled as he noticed her staring at the hunting party.

“It is quite a pretty sight, is it not, Elizabeth? Only I am without a partner on our hunts,” said Henry. And with that he next gave Elizabeth a leg up back on to Braveheart. But as he did so, his hand lingered on her thigh for just a second too long after she had mounted. Elizabeth flushed at the intimate contact, an immediate surge of heat running through her at the handsome man’s touch. “Perhaps you might be the one to change that?” He said playfully with a wink and a smile as he headed back to his own mount to continue on their way.





Chapter 4
The weather maintained it’s foggy state, though it did lighten up a bit more as the day went on. So the hunting party continued on their way, with the hounds tracking the fox scent deeper into the forest. Soon the hounds baying picked up in intensity, and the chase was again on in full force. The party began to head down into a lonesome valley, and the fog began to thicken once again.

“The quarry is headed for home Henry. We should have it soon.” James’s voice called over to where Henry and Elizabeth rode, just behind the hounds.

“Indeed.” Henry confirmed, agreeing with his comment.

The foggy air all around them began to fill with the fragrance of pine trees quite different from any she had yet to experience. Now Elizabeth was quite certain that they had moved past the area she was most familiar with. Braveheart seemed a bit disoriented in this new area too. What she could glimpse of the forest beyond the mist was full of feathery, fragrant pines. It was almost magical, yes, but also unfamiliar; there was very little snow on the ground here too, very different than the forest they had just hunted in.

“Where are we Henry? I don’t recognize this area at all.” Elizabeth asked feeling confused and a bit disoriented.

“Have no fear that we are lost, my lady. We are approaching my lands now. I know these paths well.” Henry answered her soothingly. He pointed to a section of the trail up ahead, where there were two trees that grew into each other, forming a natural archway. “That natural gate marks the beginning of my land.”

He turned, facing the archway, picked up speed on Stryker and cantered through the archway. Once he got to the other side he turned to watch for her and stopped. “The hunt is dangerous, and can claim the unwary.” Henry called to her from just past the pine archway. “Are you certain you wish to ride with me, Elizabeth Fox?” His outstretched hand beckoned her to join him, but the look on his athletic face was strangely foreboding.

Staring into the handsome face of the hunt master, Elizabeth felt a sudden overpowering desire to be at his side. “Yes, I am absolutely sure.” She answered quickly. She urged Braveheart to move forward, and then into a gallop. Just as she passed through the tree arch, an odd feeling swept through her that she had never experienced before. Braveheart shied at the new sensation too, suddenly frightened of what had happened. But before she could react to Braveheart’s fear, Elizabeth was thrown violently from the saddle, and hit the ground hard.

Everything went black in an instant. When Elizabeth woke she found herself curled up in Henry’s arms, riding atop Stryker. Her right arm hurt terribly, and was bound to her chest in a makeshift sling. “What happened?” Elizabeth asked Henry, “Where’s Braveheart? Is she ok?”

Henry’s voice was low and soothing in his reply to her. “Braveheart follows along right behind us; she has come to no harm. She shied as you both entered the gate on the West End of my property. You were thrown and broke your arm so I am taking you to my home, and the rest of the hunt will continue without us for a while.”

Elizabeth turned a bit, to see Braveheart tied to Stryker’s saddle, following the stallion patiently as they moved along. Elizabeth’s head still spun with each movement they made. Nausea came to her in waves as well and she fought to keep herself under control. Finally she decided to give in to the pain and she leaned back against Henry’s warm, firm form. “Ahn oon? Where is tha… wow.” At that very moment a beautiful manor rose up out of the fog before them, looking exactly like a home that belonged in a Thomas Kinkade painting.

“I would like to welcome you to my home, Elizabeth Fox, “said Henry. A young man came up out of the stables to retrieve the horses as Henry dismounted Stryker. “Edward, take Stryker and Braveheart to the stables. Get them cooled down and fed, while I see to the young lady’s injury.” Henry gently helped Elizabeth off of his mount, and then slipped her into his arms. He effortlessly carried her into the manor, which gleamed with rich woodwork and smelled of fine cigars and wines. He took her towards the back of the home, into a huge bedchamber which gave off a warmth she would have never expected on such a cold day.

Sitting her down slowly on a massive four post bed he carefully removed her boots, helmet, and coat, being extra careful not to move the injured arm any more than absolutely necessary. “Make yourself comfortable, Elizabeth. I will return shortly.” And with that statement Henry walked out of the room, already removing his scarlet hunt coat and gloves as he moved down the hallway at a brisk pace.

There was simply so much to look at Elizabeth almost forgot about her injury – that is until she reached for an object on the table next to the bed and was instantly reminded. So Elizabeth sat back on the soft bed with a sigh and cradled her arm closely to her body. Her arm still hurt terribly, and her head was beginning to pound. Even with the helmet on, she must have hit the ground pretty hard. She closed her eyes, hoping that might help ease the oncoming headache and the nauseous waves that tempted to flood the gates at any moment.

What a morning she’d had. Never in a million years would Elizabeth have imagined that she would now be lying in the bed of a stunningly handsome man, in his palatial home. “I’m lying here with a broken arm, nausea and a huge headache. Yes, very romantic, Elizabeth. I’m sure I’ve just swept him away with all my charms.” She muttered darkly to herself.

“Something quite like that,” Henry’s voice and masculine chuckle from the doorway made her immediately flush with embarrassment at her previous statement. He carried a silver chalice in one hand, and a platter filled with tiny finger sandwiches in another. “Here, drink this first.” He handed Elizabeth the cup, which contained a shining, honey colored liquid. She drank hungrily and had forgotten the last time she had had anything to drink this morning. Her parched throat accepted the drink heartily.

When she drank a bit of the liquid, her mouth seemed almost to explode with a sweet, fruity taste. Mmmmmm, she thought to herself. Instantly her headache began to ebb, as did the nausea and the constant ache in her arm. “That’s amazing!” Elizabeth said delighted. She swiftly emptied the contents of the cup and handed it back to him hoping for more. Henry sat next to her on the bed smiling, and began feeding her the sandwiches. They, too, tasted marvelous, a deeply spiced meaty flavor that she had never experienced before either.

Once she had finished all the food and drink, Henry set the platter and cup down on the table next to the large bed. Then turning back to her he gently undid the sling covering her broken arm. Pushing up the sleeve of her sweater, he gently checked her wound. The touch of his fingers on her bare skin immediately distracted Elizabeth from any pain his tender ministrations might have ever caused. Knowing this might be her only chance, Elizabeth leaned in to the handsome Master of the Hunt and stole a kiss.

Completely unexpected, the kiss exploded into passion between the two, and, using her good arm, Elizabeth pulled Henry closer to her as she lay down on the bed. Henry broke the kiss momentarily to look deep into her eyes. “So be it,” he murmured into her ear. “There is no turning back now my sweet.” So carefully and passionately, Henry then made Elizabeth his.





Chapter 5
After their lovemaking was over, Elizabeth fell into a deep, dreamless slumber. Hours later when she awoke, the room was awash in the rosy pink and orange of dusk. Henry was nowhere to be seen in the large bedchamber, but a deep red rose lay on the bed next to her. A note was tied to it.

Elizabeth went to grab the rose, and suddenly realized with a start, that her broken arm no longer hurt. In fact, it clearly was no longer broken. “That’s not… possible.” She said wonderingly to herself. Opening the note, Elizabeth read Henry’s message, written in the beautiful handwritten style of a well educated man of years long past.

“Beloved lady, dress in the clothes I have provided you here and meet us all out in the yard when you awake. All will be explained at that time. Henry”

Elizabeth looked around the darkened room and saw a beautiful riding habit in tones of scarlet red and embossed with golden thread draped across a chair on the other side of the bed. She got up, stretched a bit and went to further inspect what was there. To her astonishment she also found a beautiful pair of black kid skin boots which stood next to the clothes as well.

Elizabeth did as she was instructed in the note, and put on the new clothes. Amazing! Everything fit exactly as if it had been tailored expressly for her by hand. But how could that be? Once dressed she went walking through the immense house looking for Henry – or for anyone at that point. For some reason it was empty – then she heard sounds coming from outside.

She headed out through the front door, to see the hunting party waiting there for her. There the group was arranged in a semi-circle, with the darkest horses on the left, and the lightest ones on the right. All of the ladies were dressed in clothing similar to hers, while the men wore gleaming suits of armor. And all of the party carried bows, with a quiver of arrows slung across their backs. The nine giant white and red hounds had placed themselves evenly between each one of the riders.

At that instant a sound from the stables drew her attention. Henry was mounted on Stryker, riding toward her and the group, dressed in ornate yet light looking armor, a sword by his side, and a bow on his back. He led a mare the same color as his own stallion, the deep grey of a thunderstorm. With a start, Elizabeth immediately realized some how, that the dark colored mare she now was looking at, was her once white Braveheart.

When he reached the others he entered the semi-circle and the entire party bowed to him. “I am Henry Edwards, Lord and Master of the Wild Hunt.” Henry’s commanding voice boomed out across the yard.

“On this very magical day I claim Elizabeth Fox as a member of the Hunt. I am hers, and she is mine. From this day on until the last day, she shall ride at my side as we carry out the duties of the Hunt.” Henry looked directly into Elizabeth’s eyes. “You have ridden with the hunt, refusing three times to be dissuaded. You slept beneath the roof of the Hunt Master, and have given yourself willingly to me. You have eaten and drank of the ambrosia of immortality. You may not return to the mortal lands to live as you once did. Yet still you may choose your own path. I have given you immortality. It is up to you, my fair Elizabeth, to choose if you wish spend it by my side, or not.”

Henry then held the reins of the newly colored Braveheart out to her. Without hesitating one second, Elizabeth took the reins from Henry and mounted her mare. “I choose to be with you, Henry Edwards.” She said and leaned over to kiss him. When their lips touched the other members of the Wild Hunt broke into cheers and wild applause. The giant hounds began to bay in approval.

At long last, the kiss ended and a full moon broke the horizon, flooded the surrounding forest with white light. “Come, quickly, let us ride!” Henry said, and sounding his horn, the Master of the Wild Hunt rode off, with his new lady right by his side.





Chapter 6
And so their new life together began.

This night was even more beautiful than what she’d remembered of her old life. The nocturnal sounds that she once paid so little attention to now were extraordinarily vivid and clear. Elizabeth could hear the multiple crackling noises of Braveheart’ shoes as she rode atop the leaves of the forest. She heard every bit of stick cracking, breath took, and wind blow. She was not afraid of her newfound self, knowing that her immortal lover was beside her in full stride.

She was more alert than she had ever been, and like a newborn baby opening up its eyes for the very first time, discovering its new surroundings, Elizabeth was astonished at the gift of her eternal life, without knowing the full concept of what experiences  her new world reality would intertwine with her mortal fantasies.

“I wonder where the hunt will lead us this time?” she called out to her lover, with a carefree grin, slicker than the fox they imaginably hunted.

Henry’s shining armor illuminated through all of the darkness; the moon’s light served him justice through the 3am black of night.  He turned back with a grin, and said, “The dogs will lead the way, love. For now we ride with the nightfall.”

But he knew there was more to it than that. He knew that Elizabeth would soon realize the gift he’d given to her to be more bewildering than any gift she would have received in her mortal world. Elizabeth was still in awe. As the wind brushed across her face she realized she could not feel its tingle as she would have normally, though her sense of smell was greatly heightened.

She then caught a whiff of the pack, the distinct smell of the men’s and the women’s musk, the canter gaiting horses and the running hounds. She picked up on deer, owls, and even insects; the grinding noises ants made when they feast together. She could almost taste berries and sap from nearby trees and bushes they had just passed.

The freshness of the wilderness was enthralling, almost breathtaking. She was comfortable enough to close her eyes and tilt her head back to the intoxicating aroma within an instant. But was she really comfortable? Maybe her eyes locked and her head was tilting involuntary.

She began to feel as if she was in ecstasy. She was in a fixated state of mind where her vision blurred and her body became light as a feather. Maybe it was a dream. But she could see only darkness, unaware of her vision being lost within this magnificent high.

Before long she had begun to pick up the scent of something else other than wildlife and her immortal family, the aroma she had just acknowledged unlike any of that which she had recalled, it came and went in a flash as she rode on under the moonlight. It immediately brought on a feeling of uncertainty, an awkward sense that the presence of danger was lurking somewhere near, and then it went away just as fast as it had came. Did it come from above her somewhere perhaps? She was completely caught off guard.

She heard talking amongst the group, but couldn’t make out the words or conversation, if there was one, during her distraction. Was this happening only in her mind? Surely it couldn’t be. When she finally thought to speak, she had to force her mouth open. It was like someone held her jaws shut, and she had to pry them open with every bit of muscle tone in her face. When she finally succeeded, nothing escaped from between her lips. She searched for the words, but there were none. The two words that she wanted to utter were ‘help me,’ which never made it to the ears of the other members.

The hounds barked, the horses in her group galloped away, and she could make them all out, dwindling further away into the nothingness. As Elizabeth was going out of it, falling further and further into darkness, no longer being able to withstand the potent effects of her high, she built up enough strength to pull on the reins. Without being fully aware of her actions her   weight shifted to the left, and she unwillingly pressed her right knee into Braveheart’s side.

At that point Elizabeth was the source of a thump that was heard by only one when she collided with earth’s carpet, in a swept area encased within many trees. She didn’t feel a thing really – except maybe a distant pat to her thigh. It was strange how far away her body felt right now. She hadn’t a clue where she was, her body was paralyzed. Or she was possibly just exceptionally overwhelmed by her new senses. She wasn’t quite sure what had happened, but as she passed into the darkness she was strangely fine with it. Then everything went black.

When she had finally awoken, the sun was up. It was brighter than it had ever been, and Braveheart was there nipping at the grass beside her riders head. She was a loyal steed, and Elizabeth wouldn’t trade her in for anything in the world times two. She bobbed her strong head a couple times and made that noise horses make, blubbering with the lips, before shifting her head toward the woods in the direction from which they had entered this open area last night.

Elizabeth wiped at her face and then sat up. “We came from there, huh, girl?” She looked around, wiping her eyes and stretching. “I wonder where everyone’s at.” She looked back to Braveheart. “Well, I guess we’re alone again.” She thought for a spell trying to dust the cobwebs from her foggy brain. She wondered what had happened to her. She also wondered if Henry was even out searching for her. Why didn’t he come back in the night?

Ultimately she remembered more of her earlier first new experiences, and then her spill into the abyss became more clear. She stood up, stretched a bit, wiped herself off, grabbed the reins dangling on the ground and walked around to Braveheart’s side, threw her left foot in the stirrup and grabbed the cantle of her saddle. Just as she was about to swing her right leg over and pull herself up a voice whispered to her out through the woods.

“Hello, are you alright?” the person said.

It was a person was it not? The voice was so distant one couldn’t possibly make the distinction of man or woman, boy or girl. Maybe it was the wind. Elizabeth gazed through the trees and could see nothing. Whoever it was appeared to have seen and knew what took place during that past night, off the trail. She wondered if it was the unverified smell she had sensed during that mesmerizing moment of ecstasy, the scent of danger. But would a dangerous person be as kind as into asking the well-being of another?

Elizabeth removed her foot from the stirrup, stepped down and cautiously moved toward the direction of the voice, it came exactly from the direction Braveheart now gazed.

“I’m fine. Who are you?” Elizabeth asked.

No response.

Elizabeth stopped walking toward the hushed voice. She had an uneasy feeling about the potential source of the voice that spoke to her now  through thin air, although it was neither threatening or peaceful. She spoke again to see if it would respond. “Who are you?” After all, it did call out to her first.

Just then, a whistling noise broke out behind her. It was a high pitched whistle that spooked Braveheart off her front legs and compelled Elizabeth to turn around in a mouth gaping panic. Her fingers parted and her arms stretched across her face, she whelped as she caught a glimpse of her most prized possession in absolute hysteria. Braveheart looked onto Elizabeth with red eyes filled with fury. Smoke blew from her stout, and she charged.

Elizabeth screamed.

“Wake up! Wake up my love!” Henry shouted, shaking Elizabeth at the same time.

It was night, the same night. That same night. She now opened her eyes to her knight in shining armor, and reached out and grabbed him knowing she was again safe.

“What happened?” she asked, gently caressing his face in both hands.

“I don’t know. The hounds picked up the scent of —” he paused. He was more concerned about her than the hunt. “Are you alright? Can you remember anything?”

“Well, just that… the sun was up, and Braveheart was there…” She thought hard, placed a hand over her forehead and feeling exasperated said, “I can’t remember. What’s happening to me?”

Henry gently grasped her cheek. “Nothing at all… The fall…  you fell just a few minutes ago, that fall I believe, has shaken you up a bit. When you are stable enough to stand we will ride out together. I shall stay with you, here, for the meantime.”

He said he would wait with her and he did. Henry was definitely a man of his word. He knelt by her and eventually detailed the events of that nights hunt before he noticed her missing. As it turns out Elizabeth was unconscious only for a few minutes before he revived her. He left the rest of the club members deep in the woods to come back and search for her. He informed her that if it were not for Braveheart’s companionship, maybe he would still be searching for her, possibly in the wrong location.

Elizabeth’s mind was somewhere else when Henry spoke. She was now lying flat on her back staring to the moon. She had felt no pain in her body at all, and knew Henry was aware of it. She remembered her dream and the voice that called out to her in it. Now coming to think about it, she figured it could have been Henry’s voice she heard, he did ask if she was alright. But then she remembered the odd scent up in the trees that lasted for only a split second, and she immediately thought of what it might have been.

She hadn’t spoken of this to Henry, nor would she. Now what happened within the dream to Braveheart was something she knew was not possibly capable of happening, nothing to neither speak on nor ever need be mentioned. Hopefully, soon she would be able to forget that wretched sight.

“So, what did you smell?” Henry asked as they sat there waiting for Elizabeth to feel better.

“What?”

He laughed. Maybe he asked the question too soon. “Did you enjoy this night?”

She now knew he was aware of her secret.  He had to have been, the whole time. She lifted her head just a bit from the ground, smiled into his eyes. “I did…”

He stood up, dusted off his armor and, as he made his way back to her, he  extended his hand. “Are you ready?”

She looked up to him with a radiant smile, even through the night. Her eyes sparkled at the sight of him and she giggled a bit to herself, feeling embarrassed and even a little silly about the whole event. Henry smiled in return, understood her body language and removed his helmet. He knelt down beside her before she grasped hold of his hand.

He was pleasant when he said, “I yearn for you. I shall forever and always want you, my love. If this is where you wish to be loved, then I will fulfill the request your heart so sensually desires, your inner most parts so passionately crave…” Then he rose from his position, keeping grip of her hand. “But the time here is not right, my love.” He pulled her to her feet.

“Why isn’t it?” she said, flustered.

Henry gazed around through the woods of the open area. He did not say what was on his mind, nor did his movements give his thoughts away. You could almost say he was nervously searching for a predator; the one Elizabeth smelled in the trees and heard in her dream perhaps, but if you were to think that, then it would also be fair to say that he would also be able to sniff out the threat, if there was one.

“Can you hear them?” he asked, still slowly looking about the forest.

She opened her ears to the sounds of the wild. She focused on what it could have been that he wanted her to perceive, and again her senses heightened. She heard everything she’d heard before, all the sounds of the outdoors. She enjoyed it. It was beautiful, and with just a bit more focusing she heard them. She heard what Henry wanted her to hear, the reason he refused her love, or to give her his.

“Yes,” she said. “I can. They’re coming this way. But how… how do they know?”

He pressed a hushing finger to her lip. “Shh… we mustn’t speak.”

She took his finger in her hands and kissed it softly. She looked him in the eyes and made her move within his tightening grip. A quick kiss before the others arrived was all she had time for. And then the hunting party was there with what seemed like hundreds of questions for the pair to answer.

But they had time for that now in the safety of the group, as the hounds bayed, the horses stomped and all the riders dismounted and surrounded them here to check Elizabeth’s safety. They had time for many things now, even though that mystery scent instilled a feeling of curiosity and foreboding in the pair at what it may be.

“Time will tell, my beautiful Elizabeth. Do not fear,” Henry whispered into her ear amid all the chaos of the group members return. She turned to him and smiled as her pulled her close and kissed her once again.





End Notes
Did you like this book? I certainly hope that you’ve enjoyed being in the land of immortals, if only for a few moments. I also enjoy writing about shape shifting Were’s, wolves and she-cats too. And even kids books from time to time too!

And if you are looking for even more books by Susan G. Charles please feel free to check out some of my other works below:

Animal Heat: A Paranormal Romance – the first book in The Animal Sagas series. In it little sister, Sonya is kidnapped, and Lynda, the oldest, must do her best to get her back – using any means possible.

Animal Nature: A Paranormal Romance – The Animal Sagas continues on with Lynda mated into the Strongheart werewolf pack and expecting twins, and Sonya chafing under the rules that came with living as an unmated Yukonia cougar in the middle of a werewolf pack. Sonya even has a body guard, a werewolf named Clay, that she finds pleasure in tormenting, until the day she realizes she can solve both of their problems in one fell swoop.

Toots and Poots in a World Full of Snoots: The Amazing True Story of One Boys Gas-tly Abilities – is the story of a kindergarten aged boy, Timothy Oscar O’Toole, AKA, Toots, with a talent for farting – a skill he obviously loves to share with all his friends. A great story for kids of all ages!

For the most up to date information about the works of Susan G. Charles, please feel free to visit her facebook page, website or her Amazon author profile.





Free Chapter Preview: Animal Nature: A Paranormal Romance
I hope you enjoy this free Chapter Preview as found in my other book, Animal Nature: A Paranormal Romance:

====================

The Seron sisters, as they were known about town, were about as different as two sisters could be. Lynda, the oldest by only six years, was a very to-the-point kind of person. She said what was on her mind and was not afraid to get her hands “dirty” if necessary in the midst of any under taking in which she became a part of. She was a doer – not a talker, and had a hot temper if crossed. But she was also loyal to her friends and family, super intelligent, brave and, invariably, somewhat of a loner too. Most people just annoyed her to no end so she grew accustomed to spending a lot of time by herself. And that was fine with her – must be due to her catamount alter ego she often mused.

As far as Sonya, the baby Seron sister, was concerned, she was much more of a “girly” girl. Just the opposite of Lynda in so many ways. Lynda’s younger sister was much more of a free spirit with a happy-go-lucky kind of personality. She had lots of friends and loved to talk on the phone or type whatever on Facebook. As the baby in the family she had been doted on her entire life and had almost come to expect things to be handled for her with very little work on her end. The act of having her parents pass on suddenly like they did had definitely slapped her with the reality paddle! Unfortunately the effects of said paddle didn’t last very long.

No longer did she have Mom and Dad to give her everything she asked for, or take her everywhere she wanted to go or buy her everything she so desperately desired. She did not know how to do much of anything either really, and poor Lynda found that out the hard way immediately after moving back. Expecting Sonya to know how to do, and then to actually complete even the most mundane of chores, was met with an instant, and negative, acknowledgement by Lynda. Sonya was simply oblivious to reality and refused to do anything at first. Why should she mop the floors, fold clothes or wash the dishes? And don’t even try to discuss her doing any thing at all outside because that was definitely below her!

So Lynda had to “train” Sonya how to do so many things on top of all her other tasks that now needed to be done. “Thanks mom and dad!”, she often thought to herself in their first six months together after the accident. Fun times – no, you couldn’t say that even on the best of days the first few months after the accident – but now they had come to an agreement of sorts with Sonya finally agreeing to help her sister out while big sis did all the heavy lifting. In the midst of it all Sonya did lose her cell phone privileges – because if she couldn’t pay the cell bill, she wouldn’t have a cell phone – Lynda’s Rule #1. It was the least she could do to help bill-wise around here – but Lynda was happy with the progress they were making over all.

So, for now at least, she left all the house keeping chores to Sonya since she wasn’t much help to her otherwise. Hell, she wasn’t a lot of help to her indoors either but Sonya had learned not to push her sister too hard when all she was trying to do was keep a roof over their heads. At least Sonya was good at feeding the hungry dishwasher now and heating up frozen dinners. And if it was a good day, and Sonya really felt on top of things, she would even cook something as complex as a meatloaf and maybe mashed potatoes and green beans right out of the can. Lynda could only remember having had that meal twice so far since she moved back home, though.

Lynda decided that an additional hand around the farm was needed – but she wasn’t sure how successful she’d be in finding someone good, reliable and trust worthy – who would be willing to work in return for food and board only. There were only so many things Lynda could do by herself, in her mind she knew that, but it hurt like hell to acknowledge that she just might not be as resilient and resourceful as she needed to be to save the farm – and her and Sonya too. But she decided she’d wait on that decision until having the time to talk to Sonya about it – not so much for her approval, but just to see what thoughts she might have about potentially having a third person around the farm full time. So much to do and so little time – but wasn’t that always the way?

Big sis hoped now that Sonya was out of school for the semester that she might get a part time job too and maybe chip in on a few things – heck, even a bag of groceries here or there or a utility bill once a month would be a huge help to her right now. As far as Lynda could see, most days the sisters were swimming, just treading water, and Sonya just seemed a dead weight. But not one that Lynda wanted to cut off if there were anyway possible. So she would mention that idea to her later on and maybe they could have an adult discussion without too much yelling, drama or crying. In fact, on second thought, Sonya was old enough to come to the bar now – in fact the owner had mentioned a job opening up in passing to her the other night. Maybe Sonya might want to try that – at least then Lynda could keep an eye on her on the weekends too.

And as for the magic gift they both shared, as far as Lynda knew, Sonya really didn’t shift. In fact, Sonya had hardly ever practiced her magic – maybe just on a few rare occasions. Lynda, by this time, was a master at it. Hell, she’d been able to shift she she was about six, so she had a little over twenty years practice honing her skills and letting her “inner pussy” roam. Outside of her family though, no one knew of her feline magic and she wanted to keep it that way. Maybe Sonya’s gift was just a weaker version. But as it was, her were line, the Yukonia line, was now a rare and highly prized commodity and she’d just as soon keep a low profile, just to make sure somebody didn’t try and take advantage of their highly sought after gift.

Who would have ever thought that things could ever change again for the sisters in just the blink of an eye? Certainly not Lynda.

====================

Want to read more? Feel free to click on either link to get a copy for yourself. This is just one chapter inside my new book, Animal Nature: A Paranormal Romance
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