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Cursed by the Goddess, a healer’s daughter must fight for her freedom. Even if it means
unleashing a forbidden magic that could destroy her and the kingdom.Seventeen-year-old Eliza
dreams of becoming a healer. Yet over her shoulder looms the Binding; an ancient spell that can
seize anyone’s heart against their will. It already claimed her sister, and she’ll do anything to
avoid the same fate.Her future hopes are shattered when an accident strands her with Ryan, a
bounty hunter on the run. Now Eliza has no choice but to join his game of cat and mouse,
abandoning everything she’s ever known.As Ryan’s relentless tracker edges nearer, a blood-
thirsty cult hungers for revenge, and her own feelings turn against her, Eliza is determined to
stand against destiny and set herself free.But gaining the power to overcome the will of the
Goddess has a price.And if Eliza’s to survive, it could mean sacrificing more than she bargained
for.
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imaginationCHAPTER ONE‘She hid her heart deep within, while the world begged to see its
light once more...’—Tale of the BindingIcouldn’t stand this place.Even though I only had to visit
once a month, even though it was the most innocent part of the Galgiza Forest, even though it
was an otherwise pleasant and peaceful clearing, the sight always made my stomach wrench.
From the smoothed-over stump and cage of shrubs to the pair of oaks that guarded the
entryway, I knew every inch as well as my own bedroom, and I hated it had to be like this. It was
a constant reminder of what I’d lost and could still lose; a reminder that no matter what, a power I
couldn’t comprehend owned a piece of me, if only temporarily.Yet at the same time, this was also
my safe haven, and I couldn’t have managed this long without it. Since I’d first discovered the
area two years ago, it had certainly fulfilled its job description. Allowing me to isolate myself so
an unseen magic couldn’t bind me to another, as it tried to do each month. Nonetheless, it
couldn’t take away the reason I’d had to seek it out in the first place.Nothing could.A sigh
escaped me as I took my seat on the stump, preparing for the long night ahead. I brushed a
hand over my stomach, grateful the cramps had eased. My courtship would be in full swing, and
it wouldn’t end until the same symptoms returned. That usually took several hours, which meant I
could look forward to a listless wait in the wilderness. I should have been used to it by now, but
no matter how many times I walked that familiar trail, it never became easier. Each visit renewed
the risks, and a single mistake would cost me dearly.My eyes wandered skywards, where the



gap in the canopy let me admire the star-spilled heavens. It was unusually clear, revealing an
inky canvas spilled with white, overseen by a cerulean moon. The sight was somewhat
bittersweet, and I held a hand to my chest. My sister loved star-gazing, and when I was younger
we’d spent many nights outside, where she’d taught me the constellations. But the Binding had
snatched her away long ago, so now I only had myself for company.Goddess, I miss you, Fiona.I
ran a hand through my hair, twisting the curled ends round my finger. With the stomach cramps
gone, it was easy to be lulled into a false security, that everything was normal and I could have
just laid in bed for the night. But I knew better. The curse might have afflicted more victims if it
remained as subtle as this, but there was no mistaking the first sign. I’d kept an eye out for it on
my thirteenth and fourteenth birthdays, and when nothing happened, I thought I was in the
clear.But no. Almost out of no-where, that stupid spell struck the day I turned fifteen, casting its
ominous shadow onto me. And in that moment, I’d lost everything all over again. It hadn’t been
enough that it had taken my sister. Now I had the added bonus of cowering here once a month,
with the danger of meeting the same fate if I wasn’t careful.Not exactly the birthday gift I’d been
hoping for.My fists clenched in my lap, and I bit my lip. Contrary to popular claim, the Binding
brought nothing but misery, yet as devious as it could be, I promised myself I wouldn’t let it ruin
me. I wouldn’t end up like Fiona. Thus I’d carefully mapped out the times my courtship began, so
I knew when to hide from the world. It made so little sense, but even though this strange, ancient
magic had hung over the kingdom for centuries, no-one was any closer to understanding it. At
the whim of the Goddess, my heart could be tied to another’s, forever. And at the tender age of
seventeen, I wasn’t anywhere near ready for that sort of commitment.Fortunately, my village,
Velwall, sat near one of the most dangerous forests in Azaria, and that made the ideal hiding
spot. Famed for its predators and maze-like trails, most people stayed well away, and that kind of
seclusion was exactly what I needed. So long as I avoided contact with anyone else, my
courtship could play out, and then I could return home when it was safe again.The Galgiza had
garnered its reputation for a reason, however, as I’d soon learned during my first night in the
open. I’d been forced to take a diversion to the clearing, as a recent storm had turned the main
track into an impassable mud bath. It had been a miracle that I’d avoided the animal dens and
swamps, but as I was about to reach my destination, a fox cub stumbled into my path. I hadn’t
seen it in time and treaded over its tail, earning me some battle wounds.I rubbed the faded scars
on my wrist. I made sure to be more careful after that. Then again, considering what else lurked
in the forest, that was a lucky escape. Wolves, boars and bears often clashed in territory wars,
bogs swallowed up unwary travelers, and hunters’ traps didn’t discriminate between hungry
animals and lost wanderers. Definitely not the venue for a romantic midnight stroll.Yet the
unfriendly terrain worked to my advantage. Thorny bushes deterred inquisitive beasts, no
streams could attract their thirst, and the stump was more comfortable than it looked. After the
fox incident, I used to bring a knife, but once I’d seen attack was impossible, I no longer
bothered. My thicket was just too much effort to stake out when easier prey lay elsewhere.Still, it
didn’t mean I could simply doze off. There was always a chance I could be stumbled upon, so I



had to keep my eyes and ears open. Even if my father was the healer, I was sure he wouldn’t
appreciate having to stitch me up again if I ended up on the wrong side of a wolf’s fangs, or
worse.A breeze sliced past, dancing across my cheeks, and I huddled into my jacket. It was my
favourite; a brown serge lined with wool, the same colour as my hair, though it wasn’t quite thick
enough for the cooler temperature. Autumn had certainly sped past this year. I’d have to bring
some warmer clothes next month. Which reminded me, Adam still had my scarf.I couldn’t stop a
grin spreading, picturing his brown curls and mismatched eyes. Mischievous, playful Adam, who
could make me smile and roll my eyes at the same time, as only a best friend could. He was due
home tomorrow from his Guardsman training, and I was dying to catch up with him. Though it
was his second year away from the village, it had been as painfully lonely as the first. I’d
managed to spend the Midsummer Festival with him, but stolen moments on a single day
weren’t the same. Soon, though, we’d have all the time we wanted.This courtship couldn’t pass
quickly enough.My eyelids drooped, and I yawned. The moon had barely moved, and I scowled.
I swore I’d been sitting here for longer. I drummed my fingers against the stump, trying to stave
off boredom, and more importantly, sleepiness. I’d made that mistake before and had been lucky
to escape. A few months back, I’d messed up my timings and ended up drifting off, when
someone had decided to go hunting in this part of the Galgiza. Thank the Goddess, the man had
taken the western trail and left me alone, but it had been a close call. Had he run into me, it
would have been a complete disaster.A grunt from the bushes made me stop drumming. For a
moment I thought I’d imagined it, when it came again. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled.
What was that?Holding my breath, I peered through the darkness. I regretted admiring the moon
earlier; the light had ruined my night vision. The grunting echoed, closer, and a tightness gripped
my chest. Something was heading towards the clearing. Swallowing, I scoured the twin oaks,
sweat pooling in my palms. The trunks were a double-edged sword. On one hand, the narrow
gap kept larger creatures away, as it was too difficult to squeeze through. On the other, it was the
only way out, which meant I had no-where to go if I was cornered.Heart thundering, I flashed up
some worse case scenarios. Maybe it was a wolf? But they wouldn’t prowl this way. The thorns
were too thick, and the wind would hide my scent from their hungry fangs. A bear? Again
unlikely, as they wouldn’t be patient enough to stake out a target. And bogs tended not to move
around much. That ruled out my main concerns. Anything smaller I could scare off.If it were a
person, however...I crouched behind the tree stump, my eyes never leaving the oaks. The scent
of dew filled my nostrils, and I placed a hand on the grass, ready to run. Except with my lone exit
blocked, I didn’t have anywhere to escape. The clearing was a fair size, and I was confident I
could dodge a charging beast. People, though, couldn’t be avoided so easily. Strangers had a
nasty habit of asking questions. A simple ‘Who are you?’ and all my efforts would be for nothing.I
closed my eyes, taking slower breaths. Whoa, Eliza, calm down. Worrying about what might be
outside would only make me panic. I needed to stay focused. If I kept quiet, maybe whatever it
was would lose interest and move on. After all, there was nothing here but an empty patch of
forest.The wind threw my hair into my eyes, and I grimaced. I should have tied it back before I



left. Clawing it aside, I watched the space between the oaks. With my night vision returned, I
could make out an extra shadow. It wasn’t moving, just blocking the gap. Brows narrowed, I
tapped out the seconds on the grass. By the time I got to four minutes, I wanted to punch the
stump. What was it waiting for? Either come and get me or get lost already!Finally, the shadow
moved back. I exhaled slowly. Heavy footfalls disappeared into the darkness, and I wiped my
brow with my sleeve. Phew. The Goddess must have been in a generous mood. Still, I didn’t
move. A bit of excess caution never hurt. Adam would argue otherwise, but he wasn’t the one
who couldn’t afford to make a mistake.Five minutes passed. Then ten, then fifteen. The shadow
didn’t return, and the tension eased from my shoulders. Good, whatever it was had gone. That
was far too close.Despite myself, I glanced to the moon again. It hung in much the same place,
and I sighed. At least I could tell Adam I only got in trouble once in a blue moon. I chuckled to
myself, knowing he’d disown me for such a pathetic joke. Nonetheless, I was disappointed. The
whole night lay ahead of me, and I had no other way to make the time pass. Damn it, I hated
courtship so much. Why couldn’t I have been one of the ones where it only lasted an hour or so,
and not almost an entire night?Chewing my lip, I kept an eye on the trunks. My narrow escape
had thrown my nerves into a jumble, and I wasn’t sure if it was safe to remain. That shadow
would clearly remember this place, and if it became curious and doubled back, I was done for.
Worse, if it was a hunter seeking a secure spot to camp for the night...I gritted my teeth. Damn, I
couldn’t risk it. I needed to find another hideout.The stump creaked as I hoisted myself back to
my feet. I swept the loose grass from my knees, then headed towards the oaks. I stopped a few
feet away, ears pricked. The mysterious entity had moved with the grace of a drunken stormbull.
Even with my self-taught tracking skills, I wouldn’t miss such clumsy steps. Thankfully, the air
only held the soughing leaves, and I licked my lips. Now was my chance to get moving.I grasped
one of the branches, pulling myself between the bark. The forest depths loomed, a sea of
shadow wanting to snare me in its clutches. I ignored it, approaching the trail that led back to my
village. I stared for a long while, pining for home and my warm, soft bed. All that and more was a
ten-minute walk west...but I couldn’t return yet. I couldn’t risk running into someone. No, I had to
stay clear until my stomach cramps returned.Brushing my hair over my shoulders—I really
should have brought a hair-band—I turned the other way, crossing deeper into the Galgiza. A
similar if less secure copse wasn’t far from here, which would have to do for the rest of the night.
As I headed eastwards, I passed the bushes that formed the rear of my former protection zone.
A couple of shrubs were crushed, lying in a pile of broken needles and leaves.I stopped dead.
Even the chunkiest hunter couldn’t have done that. Not unless he’d slept on it for several weeks.
My heart started racing again. Was something else stalking the woods? The nightmarish
shadows lengthened, as if reaching out for me, and something whispered in my ear. I
shuddered, wrapping my arms around myself. It was the wind, nothing more.A snarl ripped
through the branches, tearing my chest in two. I spun around, and my heart lodged in my throat.
The shiny pupils of an enormous bear stared back at me. Blue moonlight danced off its shaggy
coat, and the shrubs it had demolished. As I stood there, frozen, its nose twitched. It had caught



my scent. And it looked awfully hungry.We stared at each other, entranced. Then something
fluttered in the branches, and the bear growled. Its muscles rippled, and before I knew it, I was
off and running towards the village. The bear bellowed and took chase.Swearing, I pelted across
the undergrowth, the forest a blur of leaves, twigs and stars. The bear cried out, its footfalls
slowing, but I didn’t dare look back. I begged my legs to move faster, my lungs starved for air.
Idiot, you idiot Eliza! The clearing had been safest; the bear never would have reached me. Now
I was destined to be a midnight snack. It was too late to backtrack now. I had to find someplace
else.The trail narrowed, and overhanging branches skimmed my shoulders. I wrestled them
away, but in the chaos my foot caught in a root. The world spun over itself, and I yelped. The
trees and sky turned to mud and twigs, and piercing pain shot through my left ankle. I groaned,
falling onto my side. In the distance, I caught the bear gaining ground again. Yet somehow the
thud and thwack of cracking debris were wrong. It had an irregular rhythm, as if...I propped
myself on my elbows and squinted. The bear was stumbling. It dragged its rear leg across the
ground, unable to put weight on it. I bit my lip. No wonder it had hung around, waiting for an easy
meal.Ugh, don’t just sit there! Move!I scrambled upright, when my left foot flared. A hiss escaped
me, and I collapsed into a nearby trunk. Must have sprained it. The bear rumbled, the wind
carrying its rotten breath, enough to make me gag. Reduced to hobbling, I dragged myself from
tree to tree, but it was no use. The bear would catch up in no time. My brow slick with sweat, I
snatched another bough, trying to break it off. My arms shook so much, I could barely keep a
grip, but I needed a weapon, fast.At last, the branch snapped free. Not a moment too soon,
either, as the bear charged. I whipped my stick around, and ivory fangs latched around it. The
beast roared, shaking its head to get rid of its new chew toy. Splinters flew everywhere, and I
backed away, my forearm braced across my face. I’d get nowhere blinded by shrapnel of my own
making.With the bear preoccupied, I struggled to escape. But two more steps and my ankle
gave way again. I crashed to the ground, and panicked tears flooded through. No, no, this
couldn’t be happening! I tried to stand, but my ankle was having none of it. My vision blurred,
and my breaths turned shallow. I had no-one to call for help—and if I did, I wouldn’t dare, given I
was still under courtship—and I had nothing to defend myself.I was going to die.The bear
bellowed, shaking its bark-ridden muzzle. I fought to move, when it swiped its paw at me. I cried
out, a tear scored across my face. Gasping, I slammed back into the earth. I didn’t bother to get
up. Warmth trickled down my cheek, overwhelmed with the scent of blood and dirt, and my head
was throbbing. This...this was it. I couldn’t run, and I was so tired...Something whistled through
the air. The bear screeched, almost rupturing my eardrums. I couldn’t see, but the thrashing,
crackling and groaning were loud enough to give me an idea of what was happening. Another
whistle, then another roar, and finally a crash so heavy it quaked through the undergrowth. The
noises stopped, and I was left in an uneasy quiet. I held my breath, clenching my eyes so tight I
saw lights. Yet the claws gouging out my insides or teeth ripping through my neck never
came.After convincing myself I hadn’t fallen asleep and dreamed the whole thing, I sat up and
glanced around. The bear lay slumped a couple of metres away, its breathing deep and regular. I



shuffled closer, wary not to disturb it. From ravenous killing machine to sleeping beauty in under
thirty seconds. Something odd was going on. I checked its claws, its snout, its fur. Nothing
looked out of the ordinary.Then I saw them.Nestled between the beast’s massive bicep and
chest lay a pair of red darts. My eyes widened. Tranquilliser shots. The terror from the chase
flooded back, and I almost screamed.No, this was worse. Far, far, far worse!Footsteps crunched
towards me, and I couldn’t breathe. I tried to stand, but my body had gone numb. I could only sit
and wait for the inevitable. My hands shook. No, I couldn’t be caught, not tonight. Any other night
but tonight!A gentle hand gripped my shoulder, and the creak of leather echoed as the person
knelt beside me. I kept my gaze on the ground, but it was futile. Please, no, not after I’ve been so
careful for all this time...“Are you alright?”CHAPTER TWO‘...his touch renewed her senses,
spreading warmth and life where there had been cold and darkness.’—Tale of the BindingAflush
of warmth spread from his touch, flowing from head to toe, and I grimaced. My head rose of its
own accord, though I retained enough of myself to avoid direct eye contact. He couldn’t have
been very old, maybe in his twenties. In the moonlight, I could make out fair hair that reached to
just below the nape of his neck, and a scar on his chin. A collared shirt shielded his jaw, tucked
beneath a dark coat, and I swore there was something silver around his throat.My gaze
wandered, desperate to meet his eyes, but I forced myself to look away. A tiny part of me
reasoned that if I didn’t acknowledge him, the Binding wouldn’t work. A tiny, quite hysterical part
of me. Yet deep down, I knew it was too late. The curse had nothing to do with stolen glances. It
was all about the feelings of the heart, and when you were under courtship, even the smallest
smidgen of social interaction would set it off. A life debt was more than enough to seal my fate,
and the soft heat that resonated through my body couldn’t be denied.I’d become Bound.“Excuse
me?” The young man gripped my arm. “You’re bleeding. Are you hurt anywhere else?”I hardly
heard him. Despite the sting on my cheek and the throbbing of my ankle, neither felt real. It was
like watching someone else on the forest floor. This had to be a dream. Yes, that was it. If I
closed my eyes, I’d be back in my own bed, with nothing to worry about except what blouse to
wear as I waited for...By the Goddess, who was I kidding? Fate had cast its tangled net, and I’d
fallen right under it. Worse, this particular net was unbreakable. Nobody escaped a Binding.
Those that tried went mad, turning into Unbound, and the only guarantee of true freedom was
much too final to think about. Some might have argued that being dead was better than being
Bound, but I wasn’t keen on either option.Yet while I wouldn’t die to escape the curse, my life
was already over. Once Bound, your feelings were locked to the other person, and if I didn’t stay
by this man’s side, I’d suffer serious consequences. And judging from his clothing, he wasn’t a
local. My home, my family, my best friend; I’d have to leave them all behind.Tears blurred my
vision, and I choked back a sob. What was I going to do? How would my parents react tomorrow
when they found my bed empty? And Adam, what would he think? Knowing him, even after a
hard ride from Bane, he’d probably come chasing after me. But I was beyond rescuing. There
was nothing he, nor anyone else, could do. Not after I’d been...I’d been...“Hey, it’s alright!” The
man’s voice broke through, and he draped his arm around me. “The bear’s not going to hurt you,



and neither am I. It’s over. You’re safe now.”It was then I realised I was breathing as fast as when
I’d been running through the forest. I shut my eyes, stemming panicked thoughts. In their place, a
sudden desire took hold. Hot and ravenous, it burned through me, and then without warning my
arms wrapped around the man. I drew myself into his neck, the scent of leather and pine mixed
with something I couldn’t recognise. Whatever it was, my body craved more, and I pressed
closer.Ugh, this wasn’t happening!I clung to him for a while, waiting for the overwhelming need
of closeness to pass. It was so raw and powerful, and I had no means to fight it. I hadn’t hugged
someone this tight since I was little and cried for my mother’s comfort. It made me so ashamed.
Come on, let go of him. I didn’t want to sit in his arms all night. A grateful hug to get over the bear
attack was one thing, but if I couldn’t let go, he’d get suspicious.Clenching my jaw, I finally
managed to push the stranger away. My hands rested on the rough ground, and the pinch of
stones brought me back to the present.“Thank you.” I had to say something to break the
emotions churning inside. My heart pounded, but not because of fear. I forced myself not to think
about what was really driving it.“It’s okay,” the man said. “Here.” He handed me a handkerchief.
Sighing, I took it and pressed it against my cheek. Blood stained my fingers, though a lot had
dried on my face. “Are you in pain anywhere else?” He looked me over, concerned. “Did you hit
your head?”“No, I didn’t,” I said, frowning. I had to concentrate on the words. The Binding was
running rampant, leaving little room for my thoughts. I moved my leg, and pain burst through my
ankle. My mind latched onto the sensation, and the flurry of lust cleared. “I think I sprained my
ankle.”“May I take a look?”“Go ahead.” It would keep his attention from my flushed face, and that
could only be a good thing.I stretched out my leg, wincing as my heel caught on the broken
branch. He gently unlaced my boot, and I was glad I couldn’t feel his touch through the deer
hide. Giddy maiden was not how I liked to present myself.As he loosened the tongue of the boot,
I noticed his fingerless leather gauntlets. That wasn’t unusual in itself, but what caught my eye
was the metal casing on the right one. It spanned his whole forearm, and twin blades were
folded along it, joined at the ends by a fine piece of wire.I raised a brow. That was a portable
crossbow, the sort the King’s assassins were famed to use. They were deathly expensive, and
almost impossible to get hold of. Adam was saving up for one—he claimed he knew someone in
Lanaran who’d do it cheap. But this man’s was right up with the assassins’, custom built to the
curve of his arm.I frowned. No way your everyday run-off-the-mill hunter could afford that.
Besides, most hunters shot to kill, and you couldn’t fell an alpha wolf with a few darts, poisoned
or not. Whoever this man was, he wasn’t a hunter.So what was he doing in the Galgiza?A sharp
tug at my ankle jolted my thoughts, and I yelped.“Sorry!” The man snatched his hands back.“It’s
okay.” I helped him remove my boot, then placed my hand over the swollen joint. It was puffing up
like a male hellersbird in the mating season, and the beginnings of a nasty bruise blemished my
pale skin.The man whistled through his teeth. “Ouch, that’ll be a good one.”“Eh, at least it’ll go
with my eyes,” I said, with humour I didn’t feel.The man looked at me strangely, before he gave a
chuckle. It made my cheeks warm, and I looked away again, glad the moon had retreated behind
a cloud. I’d always dreaded the desire the curse would stir, but this was stupid. Even my old



crush on Father’s ex-apprentice hadn’t been this bad.“You have an interesting sense of humour.”
The man reached into his coat and produced a bandage. “Whether it’ll go with your eyes or not,
I’ll need to put some compression around it. Hold still.”He began to wrap the linen around my
ankle. His fingers brushed my skin this time, sending tingles up my leg. I fought to keep still. How
could anyone stand this? I didn’t even know his name, and I was swooning like those village
bimbos who dreamed of bagging themselves a noble and living happily ever after. To find myself
reduced to their level of shallowness made me want to cry again.Why oh why hadn’t I stayed in
the clearing?“So what’s your name?”He’d finished bandaging and was on his knees, an
expectant look on his face. I took a deep breath.“Eliza,” I said.“That’s a pretty name,” the man
said. I rolled my eyes, reaching for my boot. Was he flirting with me? Ha, if he knew I’d been
under courtship, he wouldn’t have had to bother. “I’m Ryan. I would say nice to meet you, but I
think you were hoping not to, right?”I dropped my boot. What the...did he know? How?! The
Binding might have been common knowledge, but few would take such drastic measures to hide
like I did. It wasn’t my fault. Velwall was a major thoroughfare between Terent and Bane. Too
many people passed through for me to stay safe. Further, as my father was the healer, he saw
patients in our house, so there wasn’t anywhere I could lie low without the risk of being stumbled
upon. Even something as simple as a friendly greeting would have been enough to trigger the
curse. That was why I’d stuck to the safety of the forest.“I mean,” Ryan went on, “I’m sure there’re
better ways to spend a night than being chased by a bear.”“Oh, right.” I almost slapped myself. Of
course that was what he meant. He didn’t know I was in the middle of my courtship. He was
trying to lighten the mood.Ryan, however, hadn’t missed the relief in my voice, and raised an
eyebrow.“Sorry.” I fiddled with my laces. Play it cool. “Yeah, I wasn’t planning on being a late night
snack.” I had to swallow before I could get the next words out. “I was...lucky you were around to
save me.”“Don’t mention it.” Ryan helped pull my boot back over the bandages. Warmth spread
across my cheeks, so I shifted my foot so our fingers wouldn’t meet. Surely it wasn’t possible to
blush this much. “But what are you doing in the Galgiza forest so late?”“I could ask the same of
you,” I answered. If I wasn’t so terrified of looking him in the eye, I would have kept a level gaze.
“Not had much luck finding good prey?” I hoped he would rise to the bait. It would give me time
to think of an excuse myself.Ryan rested his arm on his knee.“Actually, no,” he said. “I’m not
much of an animal person. I’m more a bounty-hunter.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve
camped nearby. I was just looking for a stream to get some water. Then I heard the bear and saw
you, and, well, you know the rest.”I had to clench my teeth to stop my jaw hitting the ground.
Wow. I’d given him a prime excuse and he’d still gone for an explanation worthy of the title ‘Most
Nonsensical Answer’. A bounty-hunter? Please, even criminals knew better than to take a short-
cut through the Galgiza, and it was definitely not a place any sane person would camp in. Either
he was painfully honest, or he was simpler than he looked.“So, what about you?” He picked up a
twig and began doodling in the dirt. “Out for a moonlit stroll?”I sighed. There was no way I could
admit the truth. For one, I had no guarantee of how Ryan would react, and two, I refused to give
him that amount of power over me. My moment of excuse-conjuring, however, had only given me



one other option, and I really didn’t want to use it. But he was looking at me with that expectant
expression again. I swallowed, thinking through what to say. The very idea made me sick. It was
a lie no loving daughter should ever consider, let alone speak aloud.But I had no choice.“I...” My
throat burned, trying to drown the words. I couldn’t say it. It was wrong!Ryan dropped his twig
and shuffled closer. I had to say something quickly, otherwise he’d know I was hiding something.
Taking a breath, I summoned my courage.“I ran away from home.” I licked my lips, which were
parched as sandpaper. “My parents, they...well, they...” I clenched my fists. “They used to lock
me up.”“Oh.” Ryan’s eyes filled with sympathy. I pressed my hand to the cut on my cheek, filled
with self-loathing. Goddess, forgive me. “Why did they do that?”I gulped. Come on Eliza,
think.“Well...” Finally an idea sprang forth; one that wasn’t entirely untrue. “My parents were
trying to arrange a Binding for me.”Ryan sat up straighter.“But when I refused to go through with
it, they locked me away.” The words that rolled off my tongue tasted like acid. “Anyway, tonight
they’d gone out together, and they’d forgotten to bolt my door, so I just...”Ryan put his hand on
my shoulder. I fought the urge to shiver with delight. The curse was so volatile.“It’s alright,” he
said. “I understand. You don’t have to say anymore.”I nodded miserably. With such a lie to my
name, I deserved to be Bound and taken away. Nonetheless, I was surprised that was all it took
to convince him. It was hardly better than his own reason for being here. And the way he’d looked
at me earlier; did he know I was keeping a low profile because of courtship?If that was the
case...Ryan’s hand left my shoulder, and my heart juddered, forcing me to catch my breath. This
would take some getting used to.“Well,” he said, sitting forwards, “as much as I’d love to sit here
all night, why don’t we go back to my camp? You can stay with me, then tomorrow I’ll drop you
off in Bane. I’m sure...”“No!”I cried out before I could think. Ryan blinked, and raised an eyebrow. I
bit my lip. That was careless. I might as well have confessed everything.“I mean...” My tongue
seized up. What could I say? I needed to stay by his side from now on, otherwise I’d turn into an
Unbound; a mindless, drooling drone with no thoughts or feelings. It would only take a
separation of half a mile to start the process, and after a day it would become irreversible. I
folded my arms around myself, searching for words. “There’s...there’s no-one I can turn to for
help. If I’m found, I’ll be sent straight home. I can’t stay in Bane.”That was partly true. I was a well-
known face in the town, as I often accompanied Father at his monthly clinic there. The moment
they got word I was missing, I’d be escorted back to the village. Not an option. If my parents
found out I’d become Bound to a stranger, it would destroy them. My sister’s accident had been
bad enough. I couldn’t put them through that torture twice. Then again, just leaving them without
any word wasn’t much better. Yet considering what I’d just told Ryan, it wasn’t like I could ask him
to take me back so I could say my farewells.Why had I come up with such a stupid lie?Ryan
sighed, his brow creased. He looked deeply uncomfortable. It was awful putting him in such a
position, and based on such a weak excuse, too. While relations with my mother had been
somewhat strained, it was no way near as bad as I was making out. And whatever his reason for
being in the Galgiza, I could tell he wasn’t keen on taking a second passenger. But this was the
only way I could keep close to him.“Couldn’t you explain everything to the Guardsmen?” Ryan



asked. “They’d keep you safe, I’m sure.”Damn, he wouldn’t be convinced so easily.“I-I don’t
know,” I said, my nervousness not entirely false. “My father’s the healer, and he’s...he’s...often
treated the soldiers.” Well, it wasn’t a lie. “They respect him too much. They won’t believe
me.”“Haven’t you got any proof?”I shook my head.“What about those scars on your arm? Did
your parents do that to you as well?”Startled, I looked to my sleeve. It had hitched up, revealing
my old fox cub injury. Whoops. I was more than impressed he’d noticed, but I was also annoyed
he was finding more reasons to ditch me. Stop making this so difficult!“Oh, that was an accident
a while ago,” I said. “Please, you can’t leave me in Bane. You have to take me further.” I lowered
my head. “Don’t leave me all alone.”I was pretty certain my acting skills left a lot to be desired,
yet my words seemed to strike a chord in Ryan. He suddenly looked straight at me.“I guess...” He
hesitated, as if to change his mind, but then sighed. “Well, since you’ve no place else to go, you
could...you could come with me?”He still didn’t sound enthusiastic, but he’d held out the lifeline I
needed. I let out a slow breath. That had been tough. Before my relief became too apparent, I sat
straighter, feigning surprise.“Really?” It was a silly response, since he’d given what I wanted, but
I couldn’t come across too eager. I couldn’t give any hint the only reason I needed to be close to
him was because of a Binding. Of course, he’d find out eventually as the magic worked its way to
him, but for now, this was the safest option.For me, anyway.“Yes,” Ryan said, though it was
probably more to convince himself. “Look, you don’t need to be so nervous. I don’t bite.” He leant
forward, and at long last I had to look into his eyes. They were green, and filled with warmth.
“Trust me, Eliza. I said I wouldn’t hurt you, and I meant it.”Ah. Simple wasn’t the word I’d been
looking for earlier. It was genuine. The Binding’s skewed bias aside, Ryan seemed a sincere kind
of guy. At least I’d been lucky in that regard. I could’ve been Bound to a total lunatic.
Nonetheless, for all his politeness, I didn’t want to be stuck with him. I wasn’t an adventurer, and
the thought of starting a nomadic lifestyle made my heart sink. I was content with my simple life
here. Which I’d stupidly thrown out the window tonight.Time. That was what I needed. Time to
figure something out.I looked back to Ryan and cleared my throat. My stomach churned at the
thought of lying again, but this wouldn’t be nearly as horrendous as the first one.“I’d like to go to
Viens,” I said. That city was a good three weeks’ journey away, and about as far from Velwall as
you could get without sailing over to Bayaan. That should give me plenty of opportunity to sort
this mess. Ryan stroked his chin.“You want to go all the way to the capital?”“I want to start
afresh,” I continued, though inside I was shaking. Was I about to push too far and undo all my
hard work? “Put the past behind me, where nobody knows my name or face.”Ryan said nothing
for a while. He was figuring something out. I tapped the seconds out, my feelings on a knife
edge. Please, he had to take me.Finally, Ryan nodded, and it was all I could do not to sigh in
relief. They say the best lies have fragments of truth hidden in them—it seemed I’d played it just
right.“Well, I was going to head there eventually,” he said, “but I suppose I could take a short-cut
for your sake.”“You’re too kind,” I said, bowing my head.Ryan laughed.“You don’t need to be so
formal, Eliza.” He glanced up at the moon. “Okay, enough chit chat. We should head back.”He
locked an arm under my shoulder, helping me up. My heart jumped again, but I focused on



where to place my feet. As my leg braced, my ankle gave a twinge. The pain wasn’t as bad now it
was bandaged, though, and with him taking the weight, I could hobble along. Still, every step
made me brush against him, provoking a fresh blush.“You sure I’m not going to slow you down?”
I asked, turning away so he wouldn’t see my reddened cheeks. Goddess knew what it would be
like in the morning.“I’m not in any rush,” Ryan said. “Don’t fret so much. I’m sure everything will
work out fine.”I smiled mirthlessly. He didn’t know the half of it.CHAPTER THREE‘...and in that
night they escaped to the tower, screened in darkness as the moon brooded over their secret
union.’—Tale of the BindingRyan’s camp was a short walk, but it might as well have been a
month-long trek. Pressed between the crook of his elbow and his chest, my heart was ready to
burst. Right steps were better, as I could put some distance between us. Then would come a left
one, where he would pull me back to his chest and take the weight off my ankle. If my cheeks got
any hotter, I could start hosting Bayaani lava birds.He guided me towards a small copse. I had no
idea how far inside the Galgiza we were, nor how far we’d come from the clearing. Like it
mattered. Even if we were on the doorstep of my house, I couldn’t be further than half a mile from
Ryan. I’d have to kiss goodbye my cosy bed and roof over my head, and my complete lack of
belongings wasn’t lost on me, either. If I’d known I’d be roughing it indefinitely, I’d have dressed
for the occasion.Concentrating on keeping at least some distance from Ryan, I stumbled over a
gnarled root. He snatched my arm, drawing me against his torso. His collar brushed my cheek,
and I swallowed. My arms shook, but not because I’d almost fallen again. Each touch sent
ripples of pleasure through me, and I had to keep aware of my body’s movements, in case it did
something without my consent. It was exhausting. But if I relaxed, I was afraid of what I would do.
What the Binding would make me do.Damn this curse.“We’re here,” Ryan announced. I looked
up. Beneath the tangled branches, a tent loomed over a dead fire. The embers still smoked,
though their glow had vanished, and a dead log made for improvised seating. A horse was also
tethered nearby, a blanket buckled over its snowy flanks.We circled around the smouldering
twigs, before Ryan eased me onto the log. Once I sat down, he removed his arm. My heart rate
plummeted back to normal, and I shook myself. Distance was good. It would stop the Binding
feeding my desires. Desires I hadn’t even known existed.“Hope you didn’t miss me, Cielo.” Ryan
walked up and grabbed a handful of mane. “I’ve brought a guest.”Cielo snorted. He twisted
round and nuzzled my shoulder, almost pushing me off the log.“Whoa!” I struggled to keep my
balance, trying not to put pressure on my ankle. Ryan came to my side and helped me shuffle
sideways, so Cielo couldn’t reach. Again his touch set my skin alight, and left me desperate for
more. I held onto the log for dear life, determined not to give in. Cielo gave his master a forlorn
gaze, as if he’d been cheated of a new friend.“Hey, he won’t hurt you,” Ryan said, noting my stiff
posture. If only he knew it wasn’t Cielo I was afraid of. He turned to the horse, scolding. “Calm
down, Cielo. Eliza’s a little fragile right now, so behave yourself.”Cielo shook his forelock, then
turned to sniff at the grass. Ryan smiled, and rubbed the horse’s flank. “Don’t mind him, Eliza. He
gets excited easily.”Cielo’s ears twitched, as if he knew he was being talked about. Despite his
abrupt method of introducing himself, I laughed. At least he had some personality, unlike those



emotionless drones in the village stables.The thought of home brought a lump to my throat.
Velwall was now out of my reach forever. I’d never help Father in his clinics, or fetch vegetables
for Mother, nor finish my anatomy drawings, or mend the holes in my favourite blouse. And after
so long apart, I wouldn’t even see Adam one last time.By the Goddess, why had I let this
happen?“So,” Ryan said, sitting beside me. He had a stick and was playing with the ash in the
fire pit. I kept my gaze on the embers, determined to stop the curse stirring more reactions. “Do
you want to sleep, or would you rather we head off now?”I took a slow breath. Surrendering to
sleep would be utter bliss, but if we hung around until dawn, we would still be close to my village.
Too close, as once I was discovered missing, they’d raise the alarm and comb the Galgiza faster
than I could say ‘Binding’. Rescue was the last thing I wanted, because then I’d have to tell
everyone the truth. I couldn’t face that, not when I knew it would break my parents’ hearts. And
not when I’d yet to come to terms with it myself. There still had to be a way out. It was probably
the denial speaking, but I wouldn’t give up until I knew for sure there wasn’t any way to break a
Binding.Ryan’s face held that now-familiar expectant expression, so I steeled myself.“I’m not that
tired,” I lied. “I’d like to be a little further away from my village, so we should get going. We can
rest later.”Ryan nodded. He stoked the embers some more, before he discarded his stick and
stood up.“If that’s what you want. I’ll pack my stuff.”He marched to his tent. As he disappeared
inside, I sighed, holding my head in my hands. A night without sleep, the loss of my adrenaline
rush, plus my struggle to keep tabs on my feelings, had worn me out. My eyes closed, and I
didn’t want to open them again. At least without Ryan on top of me, I had a moment to breathe. It
was frightening how easily the Binding could take over, turning me into a blushing wreck. And
this was only the beginning. The longer we were Bound, the stronger the compulsions would
become.Just like with my sister.A sigh escaped, and I wrapped my arms around myself. Five
long years had passed, but that day still stuck in my side, a thorn embedded too deep to remove.
I’d tried my utmost to forget, yet nothing could distract from the hole she’d left. Things had
unravelled so fast, and I’d been powerless to do anything.Before the tragedy that took her away,
Fiona had been with a farmhand named Errol. She couldn’t have been more enthralled, prancing
home wearing flowers he’d picked, or showing off the wooden charms he’d carved. I had to
admit I was a little envious, since it meant she spent less time with me. However, like Mother, she
was affected by the Binding.Not wanting to rush things, Fiona kept away from Errol during her
courtship, until they’d become settled together. Then, once she was certain of her decision, she
plucked up her courage and proposed. Errol accepted, and they made their vows to enter a
Binding. But before Errol and Fiona’s promised day arrived, it all went so very, very wrong.Less
than a week before the ceremony, my uncle Allen and Adam’s father chanced upon a nobleman
who’d been attacked by bandits on the way to Terent. They brought him to Velwall to be treated,
as we were the nearest village. Father and Mother were at their clinic in Bane, so Fiona and I had
taken care of him. I helped splint his broken leg, before I headed out with Adam to fetch extra
clothes.Had I stayed, I would have seen the man open his eye and whisper, ‘Thank you’. Not an
amazing event in itself, but in that precise moment, he entered his courtship period. And Fiona



accepted his thanks, sealing herself to him forever.Her act of kindness shattered our entire
family. Neither Father nor I could believe it when we found out, and Mother fell apart. It was just
like the horror stories, except this was no story. It was real, and it was affecting me. A Binding
could have granted my sister a lifetime of happiness, yet instead it snatched everything away
from her. Even her personality. Her smiles vanished, replaced by sombre stares and silent tears.
Nothing I said or did would snap her out of it. She wouldn’t go out, wouldn’t speak, wouldn’t
eat...All our plans lay in pieces before this cruel curse. And though the nobleman, Lord Ozier,
seemed most understanding, willing to marry her and not lock her away as most of his rank
would do to an unwanted Bound partner, I hated him for stealing my sister away. She was
everything to me, and now I would never see her again.But I was angrier with Fiona, because of
how passively she accepted her fate. Errol went crazy, riding around the towns and seeking
anything to help free her, but Fiona, she just sat there every day, feeling sorry for herself. I’d
always looked up to her fiery attitude, where nothing seemed to deter her spirits, but that was all
gone. Errol’s effort may have been futile, but at least he tried, fighting to the very end.Fiona was
lost to the dogs.Once Lord Ozier’s leg healed, they went back to his estate in Estovan. Wearing
her favourite lilac dress, Fiona had been escorted to his carriage, looking as if she were walking
to her grave. I was torn up inside, as if it had indeed been her funeral. But that day, I also made a
vow. If the curse ever came after me, I would be the one in control, not this ancient sorcery that
could destroy an entire life in the blink of an eye.So, as the seasons passed, I kept watch for the
‘instigation’; the horrific, though short-lived, chest pain that heralded whether someone would be
affected by the spell. Despite the magic being around for so long, nobody had come up with a
way of predicting whom it would strike. It didn’t seem to be contagious or inherited, and it
affected all genders alike. And though the instigation was the same for everyone, the courtship
symptoms varied. Mine was a bout of stomach cramps, while Fiona had experienced irritating
tinnitus.And then my fifteenth birthday had kicked off with a nasty surprise. The instigation had
only lasted seconds, but I’d thought my heart would be crushed into pulp. In all honesty, that
would have been my preference, as I’d have done anything to stop the curse affecting me. Yet in
spite of my bad luck, I was certain I could keep my promise. And for the last two years, I’d
managed just fine.Except tonight, where I’d messed everything up. Fiona had been the victim of
another’s curse, whereas I was a victim of my own stupidity. A moment of madness had left me
with a life debt to a stranger, trapping us together for the rest of our days. My darkest fear come
to pass, and it was all my fault.I sighed. Eventually I’d have to betray Ryan’s kindness and tell him
we were Bound. It might be easier to confess now and get it out the way, but I couldn’t. I was too
scared what I might provoke. He couldn’t kill me—that would cause a backlash and we’d both be
dead. He couldn’t run from me, either, as we’d end up Unbound; empty husks stripped of mind
and senses, no better than animated corpses to be locked in an asylum.What terrified me most,
though, was if Ryan would accept our Binding. To barely know another person and yet realise
such a level of intimacy shook me to the core. Sure, he seemed friendly enough, but I knew too
well how easily facades could be put up. And there was something about him that left me wary. I



still didn’t buy his excuse for being in the Galgiza, and his expensive crossbow and fine steed
added to the mystery.He was hiding something.Cielo snorted. I glanced up at him. He wasn’t so
boisterous now. His ears pricked up, and he stared into the trees. A chill crept over me, and I
clutched my jacket closer. Something was out there, and this time I was fairly certain it wasn’t a
hungry bear.“Ryan?” My voice echoed in the quiet. For a long while, he didn’t answer. Rustling
caught my ear, and Cielo began to shuffle on his hooves. I braced myself against the log, about
to hobble over to the tent, when the flap burst open. Ryan scrambled out, hauling a heavy
pack.“We have to get out of here,” he said.I blinked.“Wasn’t that what we decided? You said
you’d pack and...”“I mean we have to go, now!” He crouched in front of the fire. “Climb on.”I
shrank back. Touching him again would stir all that lust right back up. Plus, with my increasing
fatigue, I wasn’t sure how to keep the curse in check. Who knew what would happen if I had to
cling to him on horseback as we cantered through the wilderness.“Eliza, please. We have to
hurry,” Ryan said. “Don’t worry about your ankle. I bound it tight. Once we’re on Cielo, it won’t be
a problem. Come on!”As he finished, the crunch of a twig caught my ears. That chill came again,
and I swallowed. I didn’t have the luxury to sit and complain. If whatever was out there had Ryan
in such a state, it was probably not a good idea to ignore it.Grimacing—and so glad Ryan
couldn’t see—I leant forward, then half-fell, half-leapt onto his back. My arms wrapped round his
shoulders, and he stood up, gripping my legs against his hips. For someone so lithe, he was
stronger than he looked. I couldn’t think for long, though, as the Binding flooded me, and my
head began to swim. His scent, the one I couldn’t place, was so stimulating I had to hold my
breath. My pulse thudded in my ears, and I swallowed. I just had to ignore it.“Hold tight,” Ryan
instructed. Adjusting his grip, he dashed to Cielo’s side. He ripped off the blanket and
unfastened the ties, revealing a saddle. I raised an eyebrow. It seemed he’d been prepared for a
fast getaway.Cielo trotted backwards, so he was level with the log. With a briskness that could
only have come from hours of practice, Ryan slung his pack over the saddle horn and side-
stepped onto the horse.My leg caught on Cielo’s rump, jarring my ankle. My senses were too
muddled to acknowledge the pain. All I could take in was the movement of Ryan’s ribs, the
tension in his muscles as he took the reins, and the whisper of his hair rubbing against my
cheek. He was wonderfully warm, too.Cielo set off at a rapid trot, jolting me. The Binding’s grip
lessened, and I shook my head, able to think again.“What about the tent?”“I can buy a new one.”
Ryan’s voice hardened. “Keep your head down. They’ll be following right
behind.”“They?”“Bandits.”I opened my mouth to question further, when a shout broke out behind
us. Ryan tensed, and Cielo raced into a gallop. Fear took over, and I buried my face in Ryan’s
neck. The Binding’s urges hit me like waves on a ragged cliff, and I gave a hoarse whimper. No,
don’t push yourself into him! I began to take deep breaths, counting them in my head. One, two,
three...By the time I reached sixteen, I’d settled into a quiet rhythm. I didn’t dare think about
anything else. Counting gave me something to focus on. I couldn’t let anything break my
concentration.Thirty-six breaths on and cold splashed my legs. We were crossing water. Wait, I
was supposed to be breathing...ah, no! Frantically I tried to get back to it, but the moment was



gone. I couldn’t stop myself pressing my cheek against Ryan’s shoulder. His coat tickled my skin,
and my lips trembled. Damn it, I didn’t want to kiss him! I jerked my head away, banging my jaw
against his arm. My teeth clipped my tongue, and I hissed.Soon the coldness vanished, and
Cielo stumbled onto the bank. His hooves squelched in the mud, then ruffled against grass as
we returned to the forest. The chasing cries had died, leaving us between rows of skeletal
trees.“We should be alright now.” Ryan slowed Cielo to a walk. I nodded, finding the strength to
push myself upright. My fingers were laced in his shirt, seeking shelter from the breeze. I hoped
he wouldn’t read much into it.Craning my neck over his shoulder, I glimpsed the blue moon
again. I hadn’t seen it in a while. Now it was no longer comforting. Instead, its eerie light tainted
the woodland, and my stomach knotted. This part of the Galgiza seemed so dead. Leaves were
stripped off the trees, the bushes were thinning like an old man’s pate, and nothing stirred, not
even an owl.I almost huddled closer to Ryan, until I caught myself and managed to lean back.
Not that it did much to help, as Cielo’s steps kept propelling me forwards. I grumbled to myself.
This was so pathetic. I didn’t have to keep that close to make the curse happy, surely.To keep my
mind occupied, I focused on the moon. As the bluish haze filtered through, my thoughts went
back to our pursuers. They’d certainly been easy to shake off. Then again, I hadn’t been paying
much attention to the distance we’d covered. We could have passed Bane for all I knew. More
interestingly, it seemed Ryan had done this before. Everything had been too slick to suggest
otherwise.“Hey Ryan,” I said. “Nice job losing them. Why were they after you?”Ryan didn’t
answer. He guided Cielo through the trees, following a dark trail. I frowned at his silence, but
decided not to press him. He’d saved my life again, and I really wasn’t in any position to start
throwing questions at him.Not for now, anyway.Fighting back the weight of my eyelids, I squinted
into the distance. The moon was starting to sink; the night was coming to a close. If only that had
happened a few hours ago, before...well, never mind.As we trekked onwards, the branches
parted, and we stopped at the top of a ridge. I peered into the valley, and gasped. There,
surrounded by steep mud banks, stretched the biggest flower field I’d ever seen. The colours
were muted by darkness, but I could imagine what the meadow looked like in the sun. How such
beauty could lie hidden within the most hostile part of the Galgiza was staggering. Every
blossom imaginable must’ve grown here, from daisies and crocuses to snowdrops and roses. I
inhaled deeply, the fragrance washing out the curse’s hunger for Ryan’s scent.“We can rest
here.” Ryan’s voice was back to its soft-spoken tone. “We’ll be safe.”He took my arms and placed
them round his neck. My heart trembled, so I counted my breaths again. I had to take a
particularly sharp one when he leant back to swing his legs over Cielo. The way he pressed up
against me; I wanted to hold on so tight.Together we dropped to the ground. Securing my leg
with his left hand, he used his right to grip Cielo’s bridle and start a walk into the field.
Four...five...six...At twelve breaths, we stopped at a patch of grass. Ryan released Cielo, who
shook his head and trotted out a short way. Gently, he eased me onto the ground. Once again
when my body left Ryan, it was like a door slammed down, silencing the palpitations that had
tried to consume me. I held a hand to my chest, exhaling slowly. Surely this couldn’t be good for



my heart.As Ryan returned to Cielo to remove the pack, I rubbed my neck. I seemed to have
crossed a tiredness threshold and found myself oddly awake. Though it might simply have been
the curse wanting to prolong my moment with my Bound partner. Just what other effects was it
going to have?“I managed to pack most of my things,” Ryan said, dumping his pack beside me
and rummaging inside. He was exhausted. His blinks were longer than normal, and were there
proper light, I was sure I’d see bags under his eyes. “Only one sleeping bag, but you can have
that. I’ll use the blanket.”His words managed to penetrate the haze of fatigue, and I frowned. He
still hadn’t answered my question as to who had chased us. Call me petty, but I wasn’t going to
put up with this. Not when I’d be his travelling companion for the time-being.“Are you going to tell
me who was after us?” I asked.Ryan looked away.“Is it that important for you to know?” He
started picking at his pack straps.“Well,” I said, folding my arms, “if I’m going to be travelling with
you, I should at least have an idea.” Ah, this was more like it. No more fawning around like a
lovesick puppy. This was the Eliza I’d missed since leaving the clearing.Ryan stopped plucking
the straps. For a moment his face fell, before he sighed. My gaze softened. What was going
through his head?“It’s nothing really,” he muttered at last. “A while ago, when I passed through
Terent, I upset a bandit leader and he took it personally. Ever since then he and his men have
been chasing me for revenge.”I had to stop myself snorting. Did you really just come up with that,
Ryan? The fire pit at his camp could have given a more creative excuse.“Wow,” I said, feigning
surprise. I was getting good at it now. “Talk about holding a grudge.”Ryan flashed a hesitant
smile. He wasn’t sure if what he said sounded plausible. The tell-tale sign of an honest soul
forced to lie. Even without that, I wasn’t dumb enough to believe him. Bandits didn’t understand
honour. They only cared about the next victim who’d fill their pockets. Besides, Terent was a
major trading town. No thug would chase a single man, custom-built crossbow and
thoroughbred horse or not, when he’d have the pick of the purse elsewhere.So why did Ryan
feel he had to lie? He didn’t know me, and I was hardly what you’d call a threat. Fair enough if he
didn’t trust me, but if that was so, why had he accepted my plea to travel alongside him?He was
making so little sense.“You must’ve really gotten up his nose,” I said, gauging his reaction. “What
did you do, spit in his drink?”“Something like that.” Ryan’s eyes were uncertain. Yup, he was
definitely hiding something. That should have put me on edge, but it only heightened my
curiosity. Without the Binding interfering, Ryan was starting to intrigue me. Suddenly I wanted to
know everything about him and find out why our paths had crossed this night.Or maybe his lies
made me feel more justified in keeping my own.“Anyway,” Ryan said, dragging out the fur-lined
sleeping bag from his pack. “Here.” He tossed it towards me. I took it from the flowers. Thankfully,
the petals’ scent was so strong I couldn’t detect his own. Otherwise I’d be in for a very restless
night.Ryan flapped out a woollen blanket. I eyed it with a raised brow.“It’s pretty cold,” I said. “Will
that be enough?”“I’ll cope,” Ryan shrugged. “You need your strength to help your ankle heal.
We’ll get another one later.”“So chivalrous,” I teased. Grasping the bag’s end, I flattened it into a
wrinkled cylinder, and with some awkward shuffling managed to tuck my legs and torso inside. I
didn’t notice a lot of difference in temperature, but it would warm with my body heat. I longed for



my bed back home, with its feather pillows and cotton sheets, my bedside lantern, and my half-
read...Oh, forget it, Eliza. You can’t go back.I glanced to Ryan, who had settled a few feet away
from me, wrapped like a caterpillar in a cocoon. He tucked his face inside, so I could only see
the edges of his sandy hair.
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B00kL0ver, “The Binding. I absolutely LOVE this book! What a fantastic read. The characters
were very well developed and very colorful. I just can not say enough good things about The
Binding. From the very beginning I was engaged in the story, not wanting to put it down. I love
how well rounded the story is. I love the characters. And the plot of the story was so refreshing
and very interesting. This book is definitely a keeper, one to be read over again in the near
future. Sam Dogra, you did a phenomenal job on your first book! I am at the edge of my seat
waiting for the second in the series.”

S. Webber, “Bound to be Read Again and Again. The Binding is a neatly wrapped package of
fairy tale romance and sci-fi grit. It is a major sensory book, as you will discover as you get into
the main crisis of the story, and this more than anything binds the reader to the plot experience.
A couple of characters feel stock and predictable, but the majority are well designed and
authentic. Though the setting is positively medieval, the language, inferences and interactions
are quite post-modern and would easily appeal to today's teens. Highly recommend as a clean
read for ages 14-18.”

Lori L Elmer, “amazing!!. This story crabbed me and held me tell I finished it!!! Eliza "Ella". Is
wonderful...she fights against feelings that she know can't be really and tries to do the right thing
with her own understanding. She is kind and strong a the sametime. Of course Ryan and Adam
are both great!! ;)”

Lisa Dixon, “Great read. Being a fan of LISA Weidmeir, I thought I would give Sam Dogra a try. I
thought this was a great book. I will be starting The Parting shortly since I was left hanging
and.want to see how the rest of the story plays out. Good writing, Sam!! Will be looking for more!”

Granny Wanda, “The Binding. Great book by Sam, keeps one bound in the book with the
threads of the story. Awesome can't wait for the next one!!!”

Lisa, “Great Read, worth your time.. What can I say but "wow". Once again Sam has shown
talent in telling a tale with wit and witty comments that bring a smile to my face. I love Eliza's
sassy attitude, and yet the realization of what is taking place and how she choses to fight
through it with determination and courage.Sam's created a MC's voice that is strong and lovable
and the characters around her only add to the depth of the story.I love it, will continue to love it
and will demand more!”

Ms. K. A. Jack, “A tale to bind and enthral you. The Binding, by Sam Dogra, is an excellent read,
with superb settings and characterisation. I really cared what happened to the main protagonist
and the first person point of view, really helped me to become immersed in the story. Only one



minor criticism. The, use of the word "to" instead of "at". For example: "Ryan looked to the
moon", or "I looked to my lap". This jarred me a little, but apart from this nitpick, this is an almost
perfect story and one readers of all ages will enjoy. Highly recommended.”

The book by Sam Dogra has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 30 people have provided feedback.
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