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Chapter 6

"So be it."

Deep in the woods Jud was having the devil of a time shaking off his younger sister.

“Leave me alone, Rose. How did you sneak out of the palace unnoticed?”

“You must ask, brother? You taught me the trick.”

“For emergencies, elf. Are we besieged?”

“Of course not.”

“Then why are you here, wearing a nightgown too cold for this weather? No gloves. 

Anyone could happen past.”

“Nobody knows this part of the woods. Isn’t that why you brought her here, your 

human?”

“My mate. She is of no concern to you?”

“You are of concern to me. I love you, brother, you know I do. I think the world of 

you, but this,” she bounded after him, ducking under a branch, “this exceeds even your 

power. You can’t save her. The Scorpion—” Rose shuddered. “He has no soul.”

Jud stopped stalking through the underbrush to look at his sister. “You mistake 

Maverick’s lack of conscience for an inability to distinguish between right and wrong. 

He has never killed for joy or out of deference to our father.”

“Are you defending the blackguard? He made you bleed.”
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Jud looked at his hands. “Just a scratch. It was my own clumsiness breaking the fall 

when we passed into the Zodiac lands.”

“And when he threatened to pierce your liver, was that your own fault, too?” she 

asked. “I’m worried about you. Maverick knows the punishment for wounding the heir. 

It didn’t stop him from coming after you.”

“He came after Sarah, not me.”

“He knew you would be by her side, defending her.”

“Maverick fears no punishment,” Jud agreed. “He fears nothing, yet something 

holds power over him. I have to find out what it is, so I can double his reward.”

Rose halted in the process of scrambling over a fallen log. “You don’t know?”

“What is it?”

“Our father has threatened to cast out Maverick’s sister.”

“Elaheh? Are you certain. Even Maverick couldn’t keep her safe. If Elaheh’s life is at 

stake there is nothing I can do to sway Maverick. Then the Archer is truly my only 

hope.”

Rose teetered on the wood. “You’re heading for the cave?”

Jud curled his fingers into his palm to keep himself from reaching out. “Be careful, 

elf. I do not care to see you hurt.”

Jumping down from the log, Rose glared at him. “By Libra, Jud, I must be wary of 

men. I shall not be wary of an old, dead tree.”

Jud bit back the comment that was on the tip of his tongue. His sister had a point. 

“You have a better idea?” he asked.

“Anything would be better than what you’re proposing. You know the Archer’s 

reputation. For someone who has the gift to make people happy he certainly seems to 

abhor his skill.”

“Abhor it he may,” Jud said, watching Rose rub her arms, where goose bumps had 

woken at the thought of the blacksmith. “It won’t make a difference. He’s honour 

bound. He can’t refuse a true love mating.”

“Does the human love you?” Rose asked.

“Not yet.”

“Not ever.”

The certainty in his sister’s voice stabbed at Jud’s pride. “You think I’m so 
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unlovable?”

“Of course not.” Rose halted in the process of rubbing warmth into her skin, her 

face softening, arms sliding around his torso, head burying trustingly against his chest. 

“I was speaking of your mate, Jud. You are my most beloved brother.”

“I am your only brother,” he pointed out.

She winked up at him mischievously. “Let us be glad for small favours. How would 

I find space in my heart for another.”

Jud wound his own arms around her, careful to keep his scraped hands from her 

skin. “One day, I will remind you of this moment when my space in your heart is 

replaced by someone else.”

An outraged squeak.  “Never. I could never imagine giving you up.” Rose pushed at 

his chest.

Jud released her with a smile, his sister who could never be still for any amount of 

time, and watched her spinning in a circle, arms wide, head high. “I could never give 

up my freedom.”

“Love doesn’t have to be a cage.”

Rose looked back at him. “Is it not for you?” she asked, the russet colour of her eyes 

that always struck Jud as too somber for her exuberant personality barely noticeable in 

the twinkling twilight of the stars. . “Creeping through the night, begging a hermit to 

save your mate.”

Jud snapped a branch off a tree and lobbed it into the forrest where a man in a cave 

would determine his fate. “You don’t understand.”

“Nor do I want to, if misery is the answer.” 

“Elf.” He lifted his hand, then let it drop back to his side.

“She is human,” Rose insisted.

So much determination bundled into the most fragile of shells. It always amazed 

him.

“Is this why you’re out here, risking your safety roaming the woods at night?” he 

asked.

Rose looked up at him. “How could I risk anything being with you? Could I be any 

safer behind palace walls, guarded by ten of the Lion Guard?”

His smile was sad. “I’d like to think not.”
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Rose touched his cheek. “Yet your eyes say you do. Has she replace me in your 

heart already?”

“Don’t even think it.”

“I know it.”

Jud pressed his lips against her temple. “A brother’s love can never cease.”

“I’m not talking about love. I’m talking about loyalty. Have you told your mate why 

our father wants her dead? It could help your endeavour.” Rose scrunched up her nose. 

“Some women love easier if they know what they gain.”

“And send us to the deepest pit of hell?”

“I thought you trusted her.”

“I don’t know what to think. My judgement is clouded. I know it is.”

“Then maybe you should let the Scorpion find her.”

“Never. Never! You hear me, Rose.”

“Jud. Jud. Let me go.”

The terror in his sister’s voice cut through the rage that had gripped him.

Jud stared in horror at his hands that had gripped her bare arms.

“Your signet ring.” A trembling whisper. “The diamonds are cutting into my skin.”

Blood on blood. He felt the piece of jewellery burning his flesh. All colour left his 

face.

“Rose. I—” He released her arm.

“Am I cut?” The question strangled from her throat. 

Jud felt his heart slam against his ribs. Please, please, it couldn’t be. He could never 

forgive himself.

“I can’t—I can’t see. Lift your sleeve.”

She inched the cloth higher. Her face was ashen. “Tell me brother. Am I to carry the 

shame of bearing a Gemini firstborn?”

“No blood.” 

“By Libra.” His sister sank to the ground.

Jud averted his eyes as Rose pulled the fabric back over her arm.“I could have 

ruined your life.”

“As well you should have known bringing a human into this world.”
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At the sound Jud whirled, shifting in front of his sister. 

“I am not the one threatening her purity.” The girl who had appeared out of 

nowhere crossed her arms in front of her chest.

“Impertinent child.” Jud didn’t relinquish his position. The girl looked harmless 

enough. The archery equipment on her back did not. 

Far from intimidated, the girl shrugged one scrawny shoulder and made to turn 

back to where she had come from. “Have it your way then.”

“Wait.” Rose, who had struggled back to her feet behind Jud pushed in front of him.

Jud cursed low under his breath. “Rose.”

For all they knew, the girl could be a spy sent by the Water Zodiacs, or any one of a 

number of Land Zodiacs feeling hostile toward the Royal family. One draw of the bow 

and his sister’s blood would soak into the ground.

Ignoring his warning, Rose advanced on the girl. “You must be his.” She studied the 

scrawny thing with blatant excitement. “The Archer’s charge.”

Jud drew in a startled breath. How could he have overlooked the connection.

Nobody knew these woods like the Archer except for, maybe, the Archer’s charge, a 

girl who had appeared unannounced at the Archer’s doorstep a number of years earlier. 

A girl who did not officially exist, her heritage and lineage as much a mystery as her 

origin.

The girl’s chin came up. “Some might argue he’s mine.”

Jud held back a disbelieving snort. “Nobody owns the Archer.”

“Nor does anybody own me.”

“He knows you’re out here talking to us?” he asked.

The slight flush creeping into the girl’s cheekbones told him everything he needed 

to know.

“Take us to him and he will never know we spoke,” he said.

“Don’t take you to him and he will never know we met,” the girl countered.

Jud’s jaw set in a hard line.

A simpleton she was not. And now he had given away the fact that he was lost 

looking for the man.

Although Jud had frequently roamed these woods as a child, he had never once 

stumbled across the Archer’s abode.
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Some claimed that the forest around the cave-like dwelling changed too fast for 

anyone to remember its exact location. Yet, those who were invited—or those who 

were in love and in need of a mating—found the entrance to the Archer’s cave easily 

enough.

Unfortunately, Jud could claim neither. The only advantage he had was his 

determination.

He studied the mulish tilt to the girl’s mouth.

“You know who I am,” he said, ready to use his title to break through her stubborn 

resolve . 

“I do recognise my better, Your Royal Highness?” She attempted an awkward 

curtsey and Jud realized it was social incompetence rather than disrespect that had 

given her the appearance of an insolent brat. But more than the girl’s behaviour, her 

earlier words nagged at Jud’s awareness.

“How did you know about Sarah?” he asked. “The woman I brought into this 

world.”

 Her expression turned wary as she answered. “Everyone knows the heir has fallen 

for a human mate.”

Jud shook his head. “Only my family—” He broke off as understanding dawned, the 

small hairs on his arms rising in alarm. “The Archer has spoken to the King. By all that 

is balanced, how could he have beaten me to it? He doesn’t know where the Archer 

lives any more than I do.”

The girl’s gaze darted nervously between Jud and his sister. “My Master was 

summoned.”

“You mention that now?”

At his thundering shout, she pressed further into the thicket. Jud forced his muscles 

to relax. “I need to see him.” Now more than ever. “What will it take for you to show 

me the way?” But he was talking to the softly swaying branches of a blackberry bush.

“Hey,” he called out. “Hey. ” He shot a disbelieving glance at his sister. “She’s 

gone.”

“Not quite.” Rose gathered her skirts to pick up an object that had fallen to the 

ground.

Jud looked at the piece of wood in confusion. The bark had been whittled off, a 
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lethally sharp tip pointing away from his sister’s fragile flesh.

“She left a mark. She’s leading us to him.”

Jud frowned. “She couldn’t simply tell us where to go?”

Rose contemplated the makeshift arrow. “She didn’t strike me as someone who 

would break a promise made to her Master.”

Whatever that was supposed to mean. 

Rose’s mouth tipped up at the corner. “I think I’d like to be her friend. She looked 

rather lonely, don’t you think.”

Instead of answering, Jud headed into the underbrush. Trust his sister to attach to 

herself to the most peculiar being in the entire Zodiac World.

They couldn’t have gone for more than a handful of minutes, picking up more 

arrows along the way, when the entrance to a large cave appeared before them. A 

thousand-year-old oak had dug it’s roots into the stone around it. Inside metal clanged 

loudly and the air was hot like a furnace. 

Jud spotted the scrawny figure of the girl squatting beside the entrance whittling 

away pieces of a branch. She looked up as they approached. 

“I thought your Master melded hearts, not metal” he said.

The knife scraping over wood stilled. “Forging weapons relaxes him.” She pointed 

the tip of her whittling knife at the wall, where an entire arsenal was hung on pegs of 

all sizes.

“His designs are stunning.” Walking up to the display, Rose ran a fingertip over the 

intricate pattern of a particularly remarkable gun sword. 

“And functional.” The girl’s voice was full of pride.

“Yet, all official weapons are manufactured by our factories in the north,” Jud said. 

“Why doesn’t he sell them?”

“Much better to use them against uninvited guests.”

At the sudden appearance of a dark figure at her side Rose jumped, sending an axe 

the size of a horse’s head crashing to the ground. The Archer bent to retrieve the tool, 

the handle sliding comfortably into his grip, firelight dancing on the burnished metal. 

He rotated his wrist and the weapon came to life. As if possessed the blade seethed 

and hissed in a way that should have been impossible for a weapon this size.

Jud took a step forward, forcing the Archer to cease his display or risk slicing the 
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heir in two.

“And thus we finally meet,” he said.

“Girl, what did I say about talking to strangers.”

Jud’s jaw clenched at the blatant disrespect of being ignored. No wonder the girl 

had the social skills of a hermit. With a role model like the Archer.

The girl dropped her gaze, her face a mask of utter misery. “Apologies, Master. I 

thought—”

“Don’t think.”

The girl flinched as if struck.

“Sir, I was hoping to steal away your charge.”

“Rose.” Of all the ways to phrase a request. His sister had terrible timing 

rediscovering her courage.

The single word was lost under the menacing thud of the Archer’s boots as he 

advanced on Rose, forcing her to back up against the wall.

More weapons clattered to the floor as Rose’s head hit the rough stone with a dull 

thud, as she craned her neck trying to look up at the much bigger threat.

“Nobody steals away my charge.” The snarl came from a throat that seemed to be 

made of razor wire.

Rose’s face drained of all colour.

“You touch her, you’re dead.” Jud was amazed at how steady his voice sounded. 

Inside he shook with the need to kill the man.

The Archer’s mouth lifted into a sneer. “I know who she is.”

“Then you know that to you her word is law. My sister will take a walk with the 

girl.” Jud’s voice brooked no argument.

He gave his sister an imperceptible nod. Rose ducked away from the Archer’s 

overbearing presence on unsteady legs, to wrap her fingers around the girl’s thin wrist. 

Grip white-knuckled around the axe in his hand, the Archer’s voice was as hard as 

Jud’s had been. “You will be back in an hour.” 

“Yes, Master.” Eyes wide, the girl allowed herself to be dragged off by Jud’s sister, 

who kept throwing worried glances over her shoulder.

Jud forced a smile onto his lips that he hoped looked at least reassuring. In all 
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honesty, he wasn’t certain what the women would discover when they came back.

When the last of their footfalls died away, the Archer’s focus returned to Jud. “A 

word of advice, Heir.” He adjusted his grip on the axe. “One does not start negotiations 

with a demand.”

Jud met the challenge in the Archer’s eyes steadily.  “My sister will treat her well.” 

He picked up the gun sword that had skidded to a halt in front of his feet, his palm 

learning the feel of the weapon. “Your charge seemed in need of a friend.”

Fire sparked and hissed in the forge behind the Archer, as if coaxed to life by the 

anger Jud could sense boiling underneath the other man’s skin. 

“She has me.”

“And dogs have a handler. Does this mean they don’t relish the company of other 

dogs?”

“Are you comparing my charge to a dog?” The question was lethally quiet.

Jud stroked his index finger across the trigger. He was physically no match for the 

Archer, but even in the Zodiac world an axe couldn’t outpace a bullet. “I would be 

comparing my sister to the same species.”

The Archer regarded him for a tense minute, before his shoulders sagged. “You have 

a strange way asking for favours.”

He laid the weapon on a nearby table stacked neatly with tools.

A measure of relief skittered down Jud’s spine. Killing the man would have been a 

terrible mistake. A mistake Jud would have made gladly and without hesitation. Family 

was sacred. Until Sarah was his through the Archer’s bond, Jud was still in charge of his 

own free will.

Keeping a close eye on the other man in case he decided to pick up the weapon 

again, Jud shrugged. “Whatever works. Some men appreciate gifts. Others appreciate 

strength. You—”

“I appreciate solitude,” the Archer cut him off.

Jud’s gaze flicked to the entrance where the girl had left her whittling knife in her 

haste to leave the cave. “Do you?”

Some unnamed emotion flashed across the Archer’s features too quickly for Jud to 

discern what it was. Guilt? Self-loathing? Frustration? Something else entirely?

The Archer didn’t wait for him to figure it out.
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“State your business and be off.” The growled order lacked the violence from 

moments before.

Jud slid his index finger away from the trigger. “I need to be mated. To a human.” As 

you well know.

“Impossible.” The Archer didn’t pretend surprise as he held his hand out for the gun 

sword. “Zodiacs and humans are not to be mated, as decreed by the King.”

“I know the law.” Jud handed over his own weapon after a moment’s hesitation. “I 

also know that you are honour bound. You can’t refuse a true love mating.”

“Does she love you?”

“Not yet.”

Placing the gun-sword next to the axe the Archer began polishing both with a soft, 

worn cloth. “Then why are you here?”

Jud watched the sure movements of the Archer’s hands that spoke of long familiarity 

with the task. “I want your word.”

The cloth stopped moving along the ornate barrel. “If I am honour bound, why do 

you need my word? Is keeping my word not an honourable deed. If I forgo one, 

wouldn’t I the other?”

“I think not.”

The Archer raised a brow.

“My father, the King, he has his ways. I must know what he offered you.”

A humourless laugh was his answer. “The King doesn’t deal in gifts.”

“A threat then.” Jud remembered what Rose had said about Maverick’s sister. “What 

did he say?”

The cloth resumed its movement, passing over the metal one last time, before the 

Archer laid both, cloth and weapon to the side, his ham-sized fists gripping the edge of 

the wood.

“I am to loose my charge if I agree to perform the ceremony.”

“The girl?”

“Indeed.” Anger was pulsing off the Archer in waves, but this time it wasn’t directed 

at Jud.

“What did you tell him?”

“The same I told you. Nobody steals the girl from me.”
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“Yet you claim to like solitude.”

A glance that told Jud the Archer knew he was being played. “I gave my word.”

To whom? Jud wanted to ask, but knew no answer would be forthcoming.

“Two honourable deeds weighed against each other,” he mused. “An untenable 

position for a man of your integrity.”

Jud joined the other man at the table, running his finger over the polished wood. 

The Archer was skilled with far more than forging weapons.

“How long have you practiced your craft?” Jud asked.

If the change in topic surprised the Archer he didn’t show it. “Close to twenty 

years.”

“How long since the girl started living with you?”

“Four, maybe five. Time out here doesn’t work the same way as it does in the city.”

Jud nodded. “She’s no longer a child.”

The Archer’s jaw tightened. “She is still considered one by law.”

“That’s not what I’m saying.” Jud kept a close eye on the other man’s expression. 

“The girl needs guidance.” By Libra, a name.

“I’m doing my best.”

“Undoubtedly.” But power was shifting between the pair and the Archer had no 

idea how to handle his protective streak around the adolescent female.

If the conflict warring on the Archer’s face was any indication, he knew it, too.

Jud decided to take his chances. “The palace could provide the necessary 

guidance.”

Within one moment and the next, Jud found himself at the receiving end of the 

Archer’s ire once again. “I will never hand her over to your father.” 

“I wasn’t talking about my father.”

“Who then? You?” the Archer scoffed. “What the hell do you think you are 

proposing?”

“A transfer of guardianship. Hear me out.” Jud raised his hands. “I will find the best 

teachers to educate her. I will take personal responsibility for her well-being.”

“How personal exactly?” It was but a snarl.

Jud got right back in the Archer’s face. “She’s a child by law. You said so yourself. 

How personal do you think? If that’s not enough, I’ll be mated to my Gemini. For life. 



 THE ZODIAC HEIR 12

Do you understand?”

Glaring at him, the Archer backed down. “You will set her free as soon as she 

reaches maturity?”

“If this is what it takes to be given your word on the mating. She will be allowed to 

visit as often as she likes.”

“No.”

The single syllable brought Jud up short, but he didn’t question the Archer’s 

decision.

“If any harm should befall her, while in your care, I will kill you,” the Archer said.

“Killing me will cost you your head.”

“So be it.”

Jud regarded the steady gaze of the Archer and nodded. “So be it.”
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