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      “If you want to survive, Valeria, you’ll learn to obey him. As my daughter, I’ve allowed you a lot of freedom. That all has to end, right this instant.”

      I stared outside, feeling dazed and distant, watching the snowflakes dissolve on the carriage window as I pressed my finger to the ice-cold glass, dragging a line through the steam where my breath condensed on the beveled pane.

      The snow was falling harder now, and the sound of the horses’ hooves was growing more muted as we wound our way down into Greengallow Valley.

      The light in the carriage was on that cusp of shifting from the stark blue of winter afternoon to the sinister shadows of frigid dusk. I wished I could throw the carriage door open and run, but I knew I wouldn’t—I was in a dove gray silk ball gown, and horribly tight buttoned shoes made from a matching impractical silk. The fur coat I wore might protect me for a while, but not for long. My fate was sealed and the carriage rumbled on.

      I had been dreading this day for months—the loss of my freedom, the end of my own life. My dreams of marrying for love, as my parents had done. Of living happily, raising children. Of one day being a world-class fencer, competing in competitions, winning the adulation of crowds. All of that was gone.

      Today I was to meet my fiancée.

      The end of everything had arrived. And I felt as cold inside as the air outside.

      “Valeria,” my father snapped, whacking his cane on the carriage floor to get my attention. “You hear me? You’ll learn to obey him. In everything.”

      I sucked in a freezing breath and turned to face my father. His cheeks were ruddy with too many years of hard living—drinking, smoking, and gambling. God, the gambling.

      What a ruin my life had become because of his gambling. If it hadn’t been for all his losses, I wouldn’t be in this position at all.

      “I will never forgive you for this,” I hissed.

      I ground my teeth together as I stared at him. What I wouldn’t give to slap his chubby, red cheek. I clenched my fist, and my white, calf-leather glove stretched over my knuckles with a squeak.

      He kept his eyes on mine as I finished. “Paying off your debts with me. Like some brood mare.”

      Now it was my father’s turn to look away.

      I knew he felt guilty about it all; he wasn’t a monster at heart. I knew that every time I reminded him of what he’d done, it stung him deeply.

      Finally, he was going to face a consequence for his actions. One that would continue to confront him, day after day. A living, breathing reminder of what he had done to himself, to our family, and to me.

      I would just prefer not to be a part of that lesson.

      “You’re a princess, Valeria Valentine. Time to start acting like one,” my father said. “You come from noble stock, remember that. I am a prince, regardless of the circumstances of our existence, and I expect my daughter to comport herself accordingly. Do not embarrass our family name.”

      He pecked at his chest with a chubby finger. He wore no rings because he had lost them all over the years. So easy to gamble away five hundred years of family history on a losing hand.

      “An arranged marriage,” he continued, “was always your fate—it’ll be a good match, for you and for the Greengallows.”

      “Save your excuses. You did this for yourself. To save your hide. If you hadn’t had me to marry off to Petre Greengallow, they’d have killed you. You know it and I know it. But instead, I get to call this godforsaken family of mobsters my in-laws. Well done,” I snarled, and turned away again.

      I snatched my purse from the seat beside me and carefully opened the clasp so as not to break the small, delicate hinges. Like everything in my life, my little purse only gave the appearance of wealth. But look closely and you’d see the frayed silk and the missing beads.

      We were titled and land rich yet cash poor, as the saying went. Despite everything, my father was still a prince as he rightly pointed out. His family disowned him when he married my mother, sent him away to the least loved castle in the harshest corner of the kingdom and forgot all about him, but they didn’t strip him of that damned title. It meant that I was a princess, and a more spoiled one you never did see.

      Yeah, right.

      My “fine clothes” were mended; my “jewels” were glass; our “castle” housed more ravens than people; the “carriage” where I sat was so rickety it was a wonder it could be used at all.

      All I had was my title. It had doomed me from the start.

      From inside my purse, I fished my silver cigarette case, which was engraved with my mother’s insignia. She had given it to me as a gift on my eighteenth birthday, just a week ago. I took a clove cigarette from the case and struck a match.

      The scent instantly calmed me. It reminded me of much better, happier days. Of making clove-studded oranges with my mom or poking them into a ham at Christmas.

      “Filthy habit,” my father said. “I should never have let your mother encourage it. Women of her country have no sense of propriety, making themselves so obvious with those things. And the expense of them, when we have barely enough as it is!”

      I took a long draw and exhaled luxuriously in my father’s face. “Look who’s talking.”

      He huffed at my disrespect, but let my sullied comment pass, knowing my foul mood was a direct result of his actions.

      The carriage slowed to a stop and then rocked slightly as our driver climbed down. Crunching footsteps in the snow were followed by the squeak of a gate being moved aside, and then the carriage rolled forward slowly again. I peered out the window into the gray light.

      On my side of the carriage, mere inches from the window, was an ivy-covered raw rock wall. On the other side, much further away, sprawled the Greengallow Estate. It sat on a stone outcrop with a sheer drop on my father’s side of the carriage.

      Smugly, I watched him stiffen and lean away from the window.

      What a coward.

      He wasn’t afraid of losing every penny he had; he wasn’t afraid of risking the life of his own daughter to pay his debts, oh no. The only thing he was really and truly afraid of was heights. Positively petrified of them.

      If poker were a rooftop game, my life would’ve turned out very differently.

      I turned my attention more fully to the estate. The house was lit up brilliantly from inside, every window gleaming. That, at least, was a welcome difference from our home, where we burned rush lights instead of real candles, and skittered down unheated hallways into the few rooms where we could afford to light fires to ward off the bone chilling Praquean winters.

      The valley below the cliff was so immense that some of it was still in partial late afternoon light. Whipping from each corner of the imposing main house were flags with the Greengallow family crest, a sickle beneath the heavens, three stars within its curved blade representing the three sheaths of corn allegedly gifted to the first Greengallow by the king himself, many centuries ago.

      I stubbed out my cigarette on the inside of my cigarette case and tucked it back in its place, to save it for later. The carriage driver assumed his place again and we started to descend further along the long drive toward the imposing manor. The closer we got to the house, the tighter the strap around my chest snugged until each breath was a struggle.

      “Father,” I started, my voice softer in an attempt to put aside our differences for the moment. “Do you think he’s as bad as they say?”

      My father turned to face me. We had both heard the rumors. Like all the Greengallows, Petre was deeply entangled in the Praquean Mafia. One of its leaders, just like his father. But there were darker rumors too—that Petre was petty, cruel, and quick to violence.

      Especially with women.

      My father patted the back of my hand. “If you watch your tongue and show him respect,” my father said, “I’m sure you’ll be just fine. I’m sorry, my child. Marriage is not about love as you read in your books. It is about connections. Creating allies and fulfilling larger causes.”

      I huffed, swallowing hard, and ran my thumb over the engraving on my cigarette case. I didn’t need to say it, he already knew what I was thinking. Why was it that he was allowed to marry for love, against his family’s wishes, but the same wasn’t true for me? Perhaps women weren’t supposed to have such thoughts, but I did. Though I’d had few luxuries growing up, my time at boarding school had made me strong and confident. I was an experienced fencer and an accurate archer. They even taught us to fight alongside the more traditional studies of embroidery, literature and poetry.

      The unique teachings of Saint Theodora’s made me understand my own power, and I could spot the weaknesses of my opponent. And yet, I’d never planned on having to defend myself from own husband.

      The word husband made me nauseous.

      “I hate you for this,” I growled, the setting aside of our differences short lived. “I never minded being a paper princess. But if you had listened to mother, to me, and stayed away from the gambling dens,” I said, staring at the quickly approaching estate, “none of this would have happened. None of this would be my future. None of this…”

      “Watch your tongue. I’ve put up with enough of your disrespect,” my father snarled and grabbed my wrist, sending my cigarette case flying. I was stunned—never had my father gone so far as to touch me.

      But his grip was terrifyingly strong.

      He raised his other hand to slap me. I stared it down.

      “Go ahead. Do it. Hit me. It’s the sort of marriage you’re sending me to anyway, isn’t it?” My voice was thick and hoarse with emotion. The low light from the oil lamp rocking and squeaking on its hanging rod blurred with my tears. “Shouldn’t I get used to it?”

      He released my hand with a glare. Behind his anger and cowardice then, I saw a glimmer of what was driving all this.

      Fear and shame. And terror at what would happen to him if I somehow escaped this situation. They’d string him up in double-quick time, I had no doubt about it. Make an example of him to show the world what happened to men who failed to square their debts with the Greengallows.

      My father got control of himself, at least a little, and said, “Endear yourself to all of them, Valeria.  You are a woman after all, and God has given you womanly gifts. Show the father, Francis, the utmost reverence and respect. Get in the brother’s good graces. They call him Vasile. The prodigal son. He’s got his father’s ear, and his own sort of power, they say. If you ever need protecting from your husband, Vasile may be the one to save you. Walk softly, daughter, but ally yourself properly.”
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      “You need to find yourself a good woman. Settle down, have a family. Even your brother—”

      “Mom,” I chided softly, chuckling a little as I took her hand. She was weak, but not too weak to needle me about marriage and producing grandchildren for her to dote on. “You know Petre is only marrying this girl for the status she’ll bring, don’t you?”

      She grinned ruefully. “I know. I also know she’s a student at my old school. He’ll have his work cut out for him with that one, you mark my words.”

      “Have you met her?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Not yet. But I don’t need to. Saint Theodora’s produces young women of exception. She may never graduate, now that she’s marrying…” A dismissive wave of her hand. “Folly, if you ask me. A young woman should be educated, especially in a family like this. Sometimes we’re the only thing standing between our menfolk and utter failure. But that’s no matter. She will already be more than your brother can handle. In fact, perhaps you should rescue him from such a marriage. You know, a Saint Theodora’s girl might even prove a match for you, Vasile. You might even enjoy the challenge.”

      She laughed, but it turned to choking and I passed her the glass of water. I knew I was supposed to be elsewhere in the house. The dinner was planned, I was supposed to meet this girl, Valeria, and congratulate and prostrate myself like some sort of asshole for my scumbag brother. Well, fuck that. My mother was far more important.

      Although, from what she said, it might actually be amusing to see what he was up against.

      I didn’t know much about the Valentines, apart from their royal titles, which was, I suspected, all my brother and father saw in this match. The one thing money couldn’t buy, apparently, though they seemed to have managed it.

      I didn’t blame my father, and I knew he’d treat this young princess well enough.

      But Petre was a different matter.

      “I have no interest in stealing Petre’s bride from him, mother,” I said. “A step too far, even for me. I just feel sorry for the girl.”

      “So do I.” She patted my hand. “But, you know, all that matters is that she’s married to a Greengallow. It’s really unimportant which one…”

      I shook my head, laughing again. “I’m sorry, it’s just not going to happen. Let Petre have this win, if you can call it that. I’m far too busy with business interests to bother with women and marriage.”

      “Hmm,” she said, noncommittally. “I’ll drop it. For now.”

      I decided to change the subject. “What are your plans for the greenhouse vegetable garden this year?”

      My mother’s sheltered vegetable garden was her pride and joy, a way of giving back to the community and a tradition going back generations to when growing our own food wasn’t just a hobby but a necessity. Nowadays, of course, deliveries were rarely delayed by so long that our stores began to look empty, and we had the coin to purchase more if it became desperate, so most of the produce from the garden went to local charities and less fortunate families. But a well-tended vegetable garden was still an expectation of the upper classes.

      “Well, it won’t be easy. Every year I seem to get weaker and less capable, but luckily we’re wealthy enough to have servants to do a lot of the work. I’m thinking of planting Mizuna this year, have you heard of it?”

      I thought for a moment. “Salad leaves? I think Uncle had some growing wild on his estate.”

      “That’s right, although it won’t be growing wild in these temperatures.” She rolled her eyes. “There was a traveling salesman from the east last year, and I bought some seeds from him. It sounds very easy to cultivate, and will give some variety to the usual vegetable boxes we hand out.”

      “Easy or difficult, I’m sure you can manage it. You always did have a green thumb.”

      “Yes, one thing neither of my boys seem to have inherited. Perhaps I can get Valeria involved, whoever she chooses to marry.”

      That again? “I don’t think she has much choice in the matter, mother. I should get going though—”

      “Don’t dismiss her just yet. I’ve never known a Saint Theodora’s girl to simply accept what fate hands her, and neither should you or Petre. If she’s not willful, I’ll be surprised.”

      I smiled. “Of course. You know best, as always. But honestly, I don’t think Petre will allow her much freedom to be willful. You know how he is. I really must get going now. I want to sneak out before anyone can force me to join the others for dessert.” I checked the clock. “Or port and cheese, depending on how far along this meal already is.”

      My mother laughed. “I shouldn’t encourage that. But you always were the independent one, and I can’t help liking that about you. Go now, while the servants are all busy with attending on the family.”

      I smiled, took her hand, kissed her fingers and turned to go, but before I could slip out of the door, she called my name.

      “Vasile?”

      “Yes, mother?”

      “It’s good to be independent. But it’s better to find the person that completes your soul. I should know. What I have with your father…” She took a deep breath, the smile spreading over her face, making her look ten years younger and in full health. “We were meant for each other. And there’s someone out there that is meant for you, too. Don’t let her pass you by because you’re too busy with other things.”

      She stopped and considered for a moment, then nodded.

      “Or because she happens to be engaged to someone else,” she added, as I turned to leave.
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      The only one who could save me, according to my father, was a no-show for our big dinner.

      But Petre, much to my surprise, was not at all what I expected. I had heard so many rumors about him that I was expecting a monster.

      What I was met with instead was well-spoken, elegant man, who seemed interested and respectful toward me. He asked me about our journey, offered me his arm and told me that if there was anything I needed to make my life more comfortable he would, of course, provide it. I felt no great affection for him, but my fear dissipated quickly. If I could fault him for one thing, it was that he was very clearly and very aggressively undressing me with his eyes. And a great deal more than that, too. I had once heard the term “eye fucking,” and I knew now exactly what that meant.

      Every time I met his gaze, my cheeks flushed, my skin prickling with heat. Such hunger and desire, it hardly seemed polite. And I certainly didn’t return his “affection”, if you can call it that.

      But even that seemed, oddly enough, somewhat acceptable. He was certainly attractive, even I had to admit that. I could see why most women would find my position right now enviable. He had dark hair and dark eyes and even his notorious limp, the source of so much gossip, was hardly noticeable. I never judged people by their misfortunes, and Petre matched his disability with an admirable air of confidence.

      His suit for the evening was clearly expensive, and a bit over the top.  A man who liked attention, I surmised. He wore extravagant rings and a sapphire and diamond neckpiece that looked a century out of place.

      Seated at the long, polished mahogany dining table, were Petre and his father, Francis Greengallow. Though the old man had all the trappings and behaviors of a mafia king—the pinkie ring, the raw calm, the sense of power, the slightly off-color jokes—I found that I liked him very much. He was warm and curious, and seemed genuinely happy at the prospect of having me as a daughter-in-law.

      “Having a lady to help run the house will be a damned good thing,” he said. “And my wife will be so grateful to have you here as well. I do apologize for her absence; she was simply too weak today.”

      “I am so sorry.  I do hope she will recover.”

      He nodded, a half-smile showing gold-capped molars. “Thank you, my dear, but at this stage recovery would be a miracle. What we can hope for, and what I pray for every morning and night, is that her condition doesn’t deteriorate any further. It was just unfortunate that today was one of her worse days, she so wished to meet you.”

      “I’m sure we will get along quite well.”  I gave a polite bow of my head.

      My father had filled me in on the family enough to know that Mrs. Greengallow, Petre’s mother, was unwell.

      A weak heart, the result of a fever that had spread through the region the year I was born. I glanced up at the ornately-plastered ceiling, past the glimmering crystal chandelier, and wondered if she was right there above me somewhere, for all purposes confined to her own sort of prison. There was a place set to the right of the older Mr. Greengallow, the place of honor, which I guessed was for his other son, Vasile.

      I saw a look pass between Petre and his father as we sat awaiting our first course that seemed tense. But then, could I blame a man for resenting his newly-returned brother’s place of preference at a dinner meant to honor his own engagement? As well, from what I’d heard it was Petre who worked with his father running the family business, not this Vasile who’d spent most of his adult years living with an uncle somewhere to the east.

      The house itself, and the meal, were unlike anything I’d experienced in my life—such luxury and finery and good taste. As our dinner went on, I began to think that perhaps all the rumors had been just that. Rumors.

      Though I had only just met him, and though I knew that things are never precisely what they seem, it was so difficult for me to believe that this man was capable of such aggression and violence.

      As I stared at the empty place setting where Vasile should have been, I thought that maybe, just maybe, this would all turn out alright. Maybe I wouldn’t need this missing brother’s help after all. I felt no desire toward Petre, but I didn’t feel the dread and worry about marrying into this family that had plagued me for so long.

      Until Francis Greengallow turned and addressed my father.

      “So, Prince Hugo. After dinner, I was thinking I could tempt you to a game of poker.”

      I sucked in a breath and gripped my napkin in my lap so hard that I thought I might rip it apart. I turned to my father, funneling foul words and insults at him through my eyes.

      But my father didn’t notice. The magic word had been spoken. Poker. Like the abracadabra that opened the door to hell itself.

      “Certainly!” my father said, all sloppy now with red wine and good food. “Would be a pleasure!”

      I gripped my clutch in my hand hard enough to make the clasp dig into my flesh.

      “Would you excuse me?” I said, rising. “I just need to powder my nose.”

      Petre stood as I did, the model of politeness, and one of the servants rushed to pull my chair back. Fuming with anger at my father, I slapped a smile on my face and turned away.

      As soon as my back was turned, I let my veneer drop and ground my teeth until my jaw ached. Gambling was the worst of the vices for this very reason—it never stopped.

      Ever.

      There was always another game, another round, another polite after-dinner hand that ended in personal catastrophe. And I knew full well that it could get worse for my family. Though I’d already been put up as collateral with no more care than my father had gambled off all of our art collection, our family still needed what little money it had in order to provide care for my mother.

      My mother, who I loved with my whole heart, was entirely dependent on my father for everything. Brain fever had turned her from a vibrant, wonderful, lively jewel of a woman into a shadow of herself. Wheelchair bound and frail. And in need of constant nursing, which didn’t come cheap.

      There was a common thread there between Petre and myself which gave me a glimmer of hope that this may not be as much a catastrophe after all.  Both our mothers were alive, but unwell, and I hoped he would see that as something to draw us together.

      Even with that thought, powdering my nose was not calming me in the least. I’d have preferred to go find a quiet corner of the house to sit down for a moment alone, but I didn’t know my way around at all.

      There were rumors about this house—about dungeons and dark secrets. And though I was starting to believe less and less of what I heard, it still made me nervous. So I traced my way back to the front entrance.

      “Your Highness?” said the guard at the front door.

      I slipped my cigarette case from my purse.

      “Please,” I whispered. “Don’t tell.”

      He smiled. “Certainly not. But don’t go too far. The wolves of the valley always go hunting in the newly fallen snow. They don’t usually attack humans but you never know…if they see a woman on her own… Just don’t go too far, and shout for help if you need it. I’ll be right here. But my lady, allow me to fetch your coat…”

      I shook my head. I wanted the cold. I was hungry for it. Perhaps it might clear my mind.

      “I’ll be fine. I won’t be a moment. But thank you,” I said, as I stepped outside into the frigid air. I lit my cigarette and paced down the driveway, then back. Back and forth, back and forth, trying to calm my nerves.

      It wasn’t working. Not even close.

      I lit one clove cigarette off of another and paced further down the drive, past the semi-circle of light cast by the gas lights that flanked the front door. Just as I pivoted on my toe to return to the house, I slipped in the wet snow, flailing until I collided with an oncoming massive man’s frame, sending my cigarette case flying in a high arc.  The moonlight flickered off the sterling as it disappeared down a steep bank on the other side of the driveway.

      “No!”  I whispered, watching it disappear.

      I couldn’t see the man, it was too dark and I was too far from the light, but I knew instantly whoever he was, he was huge. Solid like stone. And he smelled delicious.  Like some exotic spiced coffee and oiled leather.

      “Holy shit,” he boomed as he grabbed me to keep me from falling. “Are you alright?”

      “My cigarette case!” I said. “It was a gift!”

      I moved through the deeper snow to the edge, looking over, and to my surprise, so did he.

      “It’s lost.” I was almost in tears at the thought. “This isn’t fair,” I said, aware that I was whining like a child, but in that moment I felt like a child.

      “We’ll find it.”  His voice was deep and reassuring. “But it’s too cold for you to be out here like this. I’ll have men search this spot with torches, and if they can’t find it, I’ll search again at first light. You have my word; it will be returned to you.”

      “I don’t… I can’t leave without it…”

      “You have my word. Now, come inside.”

      The deep timbre of his voice somehow got through to me, reassuring me that yes, he would do as he said, and that I could be sure that when this man promised something he would move heaven and earth to make it happen. I let him take me by the arms and move me into the light, where he clasped my hands in his own enormous ones to help warm them up.

      That was when I saw his face for the first time. And he was beautiful. A rugged jawline, a careless sexy beard of stubble, intense eyes set under a hard brow which matched the cut angles of the rest of his face.

      My thoughts immediately flashed to the fairy-tale princes from stories of my youth that I was too sensible to believe existed.

      I knew at once it was Vasile—he had his father’s eyes: dark, burnished gold with flecks of red, framed by dark lashes and sharp cheekbones. But that was where the comparisons ended. This man was heart-stoppingly beautiful. And, apparently, my brother-in-law to be.

      “Are you Vasile?”

      “I am,”  he said, gazing down at me, seemingly as mesmerized with me as I was with him. “You are to be my new sister-in-law, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” I said, barely a whisper.

      “Jesus.” He released a disappointed-sounding growl.

      I swallowed hard and blinked up at him.

      “Are you… are you leaving?” I asked, finally yanking my eyes away from his.

      He was dressed simply in a heavy coat and boots, without furs or finery, and he was heading down the driveway away from the main house when I bumped into him. Which meant that he had been here all along, and had simply chosen not to join us for dinner.

      Was that rude, or just intriguing? Why had he decided this dinner wasn’t worth his time?

      He didn’t look away.

      He didn’t even step away.

      Instead, he gripped my shoulders firmly and drew me closer to him. Close enough to feel the heat of his body spilling into mine.

      Never in my life had I felt so small or delicate.

      Never in my life had I felt this sort of wanting.

      My desire for him was instant and overpowering, causing my stomach to flutter and my heart to speed.

      When I raised my eyes to his again, they were in exactly the same place they’d been before.

      Waiting for me. Studying me. Memorizing me.

      Wanting me as much as I was wanting him, I told myself.

      “I was leaving,” he said. “But I’m not anymore.”
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      While the men took their place at the gambling table, joined now by several of Petre’s acquaintances who arrived shortly after dinner, I circled along the edges of the drawing room.

      I could hardly take my eyes off Vasile, no matter how hard I tried. And he too kept lifting his eyes to mine, stealing glances, saying things without words at all. Things about desire and passion. And though I could feel him taking in my curves, the shape of my breasts beneath the dress, the angle of my hips… it didn’t feel a bit like when his brother had done so.

      There was a sense of respect from Vasile, an appreciation of beauty that transcended the sexual undertones of his gaze and made me feel special, wanted, desired for all that I was, not just the chance of a few moments of pleasure.

      When he looked at me, it was like I was slipping into a warm pool. A hot rush of wetness dampened my inner thighs and I was grateful for the layers of crinoline and petticoats. If not for them, my desire would have been evident for all the men to see. Though I could do nothing to hide my flaming hot cheeks every time Vasile so much as shifted his massive, beautiful body in his chair.

      I focused on Vasile’s thick, veined, muscular forearms. And I found myself daydreaming about what it would be like to have those big hands touching my…

      “Valeria. More port!” my father snapped at me, lifting his glass without taking his eyes off of his cards.  The game had begun.

      I hated this.

      I resisted the urge snatch up all the cards on the table and toss them into the roaring fire, and instead politely did as he asked. The serving girl looked at me in utter confusion as I took the bottle from her.

      “Doesn’t like prying eyes,” I said, with a secret roll of my own.

      She gave me an understanding sigh.

      I approached the table and positioned myself so that when I poured the drink, I could exchange another glance with Vasile. But now that the game had begun in earnest, he did not acknowledge me.  I suddenly felt invisible to him.

      He drummed his fingers on the tabletop and narrowed his eyes at his cards.

      My heart sank.

      The other men at the table, other men that Petre had invited, were interested in the game but not overcome by it.

      Vasile was. And so was my father.

      I recognized Vasile’s expression instantly—the narrow vision, the intense focus, the tight set of his jaw. He was no fair-weather card player. He was a gambler, through and through. I leaned in slightly closer to my father than was necessary, close enough to give Vasile the opportunity to see the swell of my cleavage.

      What did I get in return?

      Nothing. Not a glance.

      Not a clearing of his throat.

      Not even a shift of his body.

      It was as if I had disappeared behind a curtain of aces and kings.

      Suddenly, I detested him. Absolutely, positively despised the very idea of him. Gambling had ruined my life, my mother’s life, as well as my father’s. I could accept a lot of vices in a man.

      But never, ever, would I have anything to do with a true-born gambler.

      I topped my father’s port and slipped back to the edge of the room. Soon, Petre was out of the hand, and in a huff he disappeared from the room.

      After a moment, I took my chance and slipped out the door, and once again out to the front hallway and outside, wishing I had my cigarette case. I needed something to calm my nerves. I walked back out into the dusting of newly-fallen snow, glaring at Vasile’s big footprints, intermingled with mine from earlier.

      A sudden sound of crunching snow made me spin around. I hoped to see Vasile again, but instead there stood Petre. He limped right up to me, and grabbed my wrist hard enough to make me gasp.

      “You’ve been staring at my brother.”

      It was as if he had punched me in the stomach. “Excuse me?”

      “You fucking heard me,” he snarled, now all dark eyes and cruelty. I knew at once that the rumors were true and I was in for a lifetime of misery.

      I felt sick to my stomach. Hot bile rushed up into my throat.

      “I didn’t…” I stammered, trying to pull my arm away, “I’m not… please, Petre, I would never.”

      He got right in my face, nearly shoving me backwards.

      “Let’s get one thing straight. You step out of line, princess, and I’ll stake you out naked and leave you for the wolves. You will do as I say, or you will suffer.”

      With a sudden fury, I ripped my arm out of his grip, and took a step back. I had to fight the urge to slap him right across his sneering face. “Touch me again, you bastard and I’ll—”

      His laugh made me fall silent, my mouth moving but my words no longer forming.

      “Oh, you’ve got some fight. I like that, it will make taming you all the more fun. And if you do step out of line, it won’t just be you that suffers. I’ll cut your father’s tongue out. I’ll have your mother gutted. So just think on that, you little bitch.”

      He didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, he turned and headed back toward the front entry, leaving me standing there in the snowy darkness, speechless.

      And utterly terrified.
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      It was no act to convince my father that I was feeling unwell and needed to leave. I couldn’t get my hands to stop shaking. I could barely breathe. I waited until he had folded his hand before squeezing his shoulder to get his attention.

      All I wanted was one last night in my own room at boarding school, the one place I felt like myself.  One more night before this nightmare became my life.

      “Father, I need to leave,” I said softly into his ear.

      When he looked up at me, I saw that old familiar gleam of maniacal gambling optimism in his eye.

      “Not yet,” he said cheerfully. “Things are starting to go my way.”

      I swallowed hard and gave him a pleading stare.

      “I don’t feel well.” I blinked back a sudden rush of tears, focusing hard on the sting in my nose to prevent them from spilling down my cheeks.

      By some miracle, the look on my face or the desperation in my voice broke though the blur of his addiction.

      He furrowed his salt-and-pepper brows. “Goodness, Valeria. What’s happened?”

      I could feel Petre’s eyes on me then, leering at me. Threatening me.

      “I just need to lie down. It’s been a long day. Please, father. Dad...”

      The word dad was not one I said very often, but in this moment when I so desperately needed a lifeline, it worked. My father nodded and rose, taking me by the arm.

      Though he and I fought like animals half the time, I did love him. And I hoped deep down that he felt as bad about all of this as I did.

      I was still numb and fearful from my encounter with Petre, that my father’s excuses to the Greengallows sounded far away, underwater almost.

      Old Mr. Greengallow said he was calling it a night too and showed us out, chatting with my father as we walked. I didn’t hear any of it. The whooshing in my ears was like a blizzard gale.

      All that mattered to me was that before I knew it, I had my coat wrapped around me and was getting back in our carriage. Once the door swung shut and the carriage started rolling away, I pressed my forehead gently against the ice-cold glass. And covered my mouth to stifle a sob.

      My father had said that if I got in trouble in my marriage, Vasile may be the one to help me. But that was nonsense and I knew it. He was as bad as my father.

      I was on my own in this. And I wanted nothing to do with either of the Greengallow brothers.
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      I felt her absence like a fucking knife wound. It had taken everything I had, everything, to pretend to be focused on the game while she was still in the room. I kept catching sight of those aqua-blue eyes watching me, kept getting a hint of her scent on the air like evergreens after fresh snowfall. When she walked by to go to her father, her golden-brown honey-drizzle hair shimmered and streaked under the gas lamps.

      And when she crouched next to him, pushing those fucking magnificent tits together...?

      Fuck, she may have been slight and short, but those tits…

      It was all I could do just to avoid staring at them. Because if I had, I wouldn’t have been responsible for what came next. I would have forced her pretty, pink-tinged cheeks onto the baize of the card table, flipped that dress up over her ripe ass and rutted into her until she came in fits and screams that would have torn the whole fucking house apart.

      The cards didn’t interest me in the least. The game was nothing compared to the rush, the desire, the fucking urge I had to get my hands on her. And to think, my psychopathic shit of a brother was going to marry her.

      That undeserving son of a bitch.

      Once I realized Petre caught on to the glances passing between us, I had to ignore her. Not for my sake but for hers.

      A lifetime of competition between my brother and myself could make any interest I showed in his future bride dangerous for her. I hadn’t wanted her in his line of fire.

      But judging by the way she feigned sickness just after she returned to the room moments after Petre, I knew I hadn’t kept her safe enough. Pissed me right the hell off—both at myself and at him.

      Petre had inherited the worst traits of the Greengallow family, and being left here to run the business while I chose something else had only made him worse. He now thought of himself as some shit-hot gangster, untouchable in his own way and completely devoid of any morals.

      My time away, with an uncle who had long since left the life we led, had taught me one thing: legitimate doesn’t have to mean less lucrative. I turned his businesses around, used my brain to find angles he hadn’t already, and came away with a tidy profit of my own. It had been a learning experience, and I was grateful for it, but nevertheless I wanted to be back here. There was no way I’d ever rejoin the family business, with its shady deals, back-alley beatings and occasional body disposal. But I did want to return home. This was where I was from, and like it or not it was where my heart longed to be. So, unbeknownst to any of my family members, I’d started sending men of my own back here long before I’d returned in person. On my behalf, they’d acquired business interests and contacts, and one trusted servant, who I had grown to consider a friend, had even installed himself as a footman in the household of a particularly slimy character, in order to relay to me any information that might be of use.

      People are people, after all, and there’s always money to be made from those who are too rich to know what to do with it.

      I watched my brother slide a stack of chips to the center of the table. He did it slowly, like he was savoring the sound.

      Fuck, I hate him.

      Normally, I loved to beat him in cards, but I’d always preferred to do it slowly. A grand here, a hundred and fifty there; death by a thousand cuts.

      But tonight, it was time for something bigger. He’d upset Valeria and he was going to pay for it. It was time to bleed him dry.

      I let him build up his confidence, losing hands on purpose. Setting up his wins. Whether the other bone-headed dumb shits at the table were doing the same, I couldn’t be sure. Probably.

      They were his hired thugs after all, his posse of muscle, every one of them dumber than the next. He called them his friends, but it’s a shitty friend that needs a paycheck.

      But even stupid animals love to see an asshole gutted like a fish. And judging by their glances at one another, they had a good idea of what I was up to and they weren’t about to stop me.

      Petre stacked his chips up in front of him in irritatingly organized little towers. As he ran his finger over the ridges on the chips, his pinkie ring glittered in the firelight. Gold with a fat ruby in the center.

      I hated that ring.

      It had been my grandfather’s, from whom my brother had clearly inherited the asshole gene. My grandfather had gotten his throat cut in a back alley in Bucharest. We never knew who did it because literally everybody hated him enough to kill him.

      Just like my goddamned brother.

      While he was up, feeling cocky and invincible, I plied him for information about Valeria. I needed to know more; I needed to know everything.

      “Where’d she go?”

      My brother raised his eyes to me. For one instant, I could tell he was thinking where did who go?

      What a dick.

      “How the fuck do I know?  Back home or back to her prissy little boarding school,” Petre said, adding more chips to the pile. “Saint…Whatever the hell it’s called.”

      Saint Theodora’s, motherfucker.

      I wondered how much Petre really knew about the place. About the fact they taught their girls to fence, to fight, to be strong. Was he even aware that our mother had attended the place? Did he even pay attention to the fact that she was one of the strongest women—one of the strongest fucking human beings—I’d ever met?

      I doubted it.

      

      It was named for Saint Theodora, who’d taken on her father’s oath to protect the local village against attackers who’d besieged their homes, despite the near certainty of defeat. Like her knight father before her, she’d given her life in defense of the weak and vulnerable, barricading everyone inside the church and then riding out to meet the oncoming tide. It’s said that she slew so many, they gave up and retreated, and she was canonized first by the villagers and then by the Pope in honor of her sacrifice.

      Fitting.

      The idea of Valeria—exquisite, goddess-like Valeria—married to my brother was enough to get my blood pumping with rage and jealousy. But I suppressed my anger for now.

      I kept my cool. And waited.

      Intentionally blowing my admittedly decent hand, I made a show of tossing my cards, like I was fed up with all my ‘bad luck’. My brother fucking loved it, and took my pile of chips over to his side of the table.

      Time to go in for the kill.

      While the dealer shuffled the deck, I finished off my gin with a hard swallow. If I had to drink, I always chose whiskey, so leave it to my brother to only ever have gin when he knew I would be around.

      Of course, I could have ordered a servant to go fetch whiskey from my father’s cellar if I’d wanted to. Instead, I flicked my chin at the maid to get her attention.

      She knew me well enough to know what I was asking for, and she turned quickly to make me a coffee at the sideboard. I hated even the barest alcohol buzz when I was at the table; hated the way it blurred my logic, hated the idea of being the least bit sloppy. If ever there was a time to be on my game, this was it.

      As the dealer began to deal, I said, “I’m out.”

      “Figures,” Petre sneered on a snorting laugh. “Your playing sucks because you’re thinking about virgin pussy. But unfortunately, the virgin pussy you’re thinking about is between my soon-to-be-wife’s legs, and there’s not a goddamned thing you can do about it.” He snickered and tapped the table for another card.

      I might just kill this motherfucker right here and now.

      Turning up the edge of my cards, I knew I had him. I wanted to kill him, but humiliation would have to do.

      For now.

      I sniffed hard and ran my tongue over my teeth. The maid handed me my coffee and I downed it in a gulp. The cook was Turkish and the coffee was top notch.

      “Fine,” I said. “This is the last hand. Winner takes all.”

      Petre shot a glance at me. “Winner already has all.” He spread his hands over his stack of chips. Like I needed the goddamned demonstration.

      “I have no interest in your princess. I can get anything I need from any woman in the kingdom.”  I seethed, trying to throw him off the scent of my attraction to Valeria. I raised the stakes to distract him even more.  “Winner takes all…in cash,” I said, as I tossed one card to the dealer, keeping my four of a kind.

      That got his attention.

      I knew from talking to my father that my brother wasn’t as personally wealthy as he liked everybody to think; he depended on my dad for an allowance, like some fucking eight-year-old kid. I, on the other hand, had plenty of money that I’d earned all on my own.

      The money wasn’t what I wanted. I wanted him to feel the sting of loss. The dwindling of his self-inflated power.

      “You’re on,” he said and I did my best to hold back my smile.
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      Petre grinned as he met my eyes. He was happy that his hand was enough to beat me. But it wasn’t. I’d known him all my life and I could tell from his whole body that he was underestimating my hand, and overestimating his own.

      Five card stud was a game where two good hands rarely came out. It made for long evenings and out there, in the cold, that was exactly what we needed. But when he’d exchanged three and picked up a matching card, he thought he was unbeatable.

      I was about to teach him a lesson yet again.

      “Turn them over, brother. Or just fold now.”

      I shook my head, frowning. One thing about winning: it’s a lot less fun if your opponent expects it. And I intended to have fun making him regret what he’d done to Valeria.

      “Perhaps we should just call it quits,” I said, aware that I was giving him an out. I also knew he wouldn’t take it, because Petre never knew when to cut and run.

      “Not a fucking chance. You started the game, now finish it. Turn over your cards.”

      “It’s a lot of fucking money, Petre.” I ran a hand over the top of my head, giving him an obvious tell that he was too dumb to know wasn’t real.

      “He’s right, Petre, maybe it’s time to graciously withdraw—” Our father tried to help him but he was again, too dumb to understand.  His ego and pride always overrode his sense of reality.

      Petre shot my father a look that had more venom than a scorpion, and my father shrugged in response.

      Did he know for sure that I had the upper hand? Perhaps. He loved both his sons, but Petre frustrated him with his bravado and lack of self-control.

      Thus, why Petre still did not hold the combination to the safe where his allowance was kept. Father doled it out to him only when he made a request and never in large amounts.  He did not have access to the stacks of gold and piles of money that came from the many streams of illegal, and legal, business ventures of the Greengallows.

      “Well?” Petre fixed me with a glare, and I drew a sharp breath.

      “Fine,” I said, and turned my cards face up on the table.

      Petre’s grin flashed, his brain not quite keeping pace with what was happening.

      A second later, his face fell, all color draining away as the truth of the situation sank in.

      He hadn’t yet shown his cards, but he’d revealed them to everyone around the table just as well.

      Petre cleared his throat.

      “Shit,” he said, a forced laugh catching in his throat. “All right, all right, brother, we’ll forget this hand was ever played. I don’t want any hard feel—”

      “Apologies, sirs, but once one player’s hand has been revealed…” The dealer trailed off, looking from me to Petre. His eyes settled on mine. “Sir, those are the rules of the game, if we were to change them…” He looked scared for his life.

      I shook my head. “No apologies necessary. You are absolutely correct. Show your cards, Petre. Get this over with. It’s all right, I’ll take my fate.”

      Petre hesitated, but the truth was he was trapped. He had to show his cards or beg our father for assistance.

      As he would never do the latter, there was only one option open to him. With a scowl, he threw down the cards on the table and folded his arms over his chest. Three ladies, exactly as I’d anticipated. A good hand, to be sure, but I narrowed my eyes in confusion.

      “Huh.” I said, pretending to be surprised. “I think my hand wins.”

      “Congratulations, sir,” the dealer said, pushing all the chips over to me, repressing a smile as I rocked back in my chair, crossing my arms and watching Petre.

      “Good thing you convinced me to play one last hand, right?”

      Whatever veneer of polite humanity he had was now officially gone. He leered at me and spun his pinkie ring. “I don’t know if I have the cash to cover it all,” he said.

      I scoffed. Typical.

      “It’s fine, I won’t bankrupt the family. I’ll take whatever is yours in the safe, not father’s, though I’d like him there to verify which is which. And I’ll also take that,” I said, eyeing his ring.

      “Fuck you.”

      I opened my palm. “Fine. So I’ll just go ahead and get the word out there that Petre Greengallow doesn’t pay his debts. Sounds good to me.” I added a click of my teeth and a wink.

      Anger flashed on his face, just for a second, and then he crumpled like a piece of dry kindling. It took him some effort to wiggle the ring off of his finger. When he placed it in my palm, it felt unpleasantly hot. I dropped it into my jacket pocket and stood from the table.

      “Let’s square this up. Then I can get the fuck out of here.”

      “Before you go, I’d like a conversation, son, if I may,” my father said, standing from his seat ready to accompany us. My father could be merciless at times, but there was honor within him as well and he deserved my respect.

      I sighed, feeling I already knew what was about to happen, but I nodded and answered, “Of course.”

      As we walked to the safe, I felt Petre fuming beside me, his limping gait doing little to improve his mood. He was too chickenshit to take a swing at me, which was unfortunate because a left hook to his face may have improved my mood.

      It had been years since we’d laid hands on each other, but in our youth we’d broken enough crystal and china that our mother had most of it moved from the main living areas into cupboards and pantries, lest she be replacing it year over year.

      I’d been the victor of those fights by and large.  It was hard to remember even one time Petre coming out with the better of me.

      Since then, Petre fought with words, not fists. With backroom deals, not showdowns at dawn. Coward. At the least sign of physical danger, he was nowhere to be found.

      But rumor had it that when it came to one thing in particular, he reveled in aggression and violence: women. And when it came to Valeria, there was not a chance in hell I was going to let that happen.

      Once our business at the safe was concluded, father retired to his study, requesting my presence once more.  I slung the bag of cash over my shoulder and took a step into Petre, blocking an easy exit by crowding him up against a bookshelf.

      “If you hurt her, you’re going to answer to me.”

      “I fucking knew it. Princess pussy got you by the balls?” he said, eyes flashing with greed.

      As soon as I saw his expression, I knew I’d let my passion get the better of me. Now he knew I had a weak spot. Her.

      It was irrational, it was insane; I’d only just met her. But both my brain and my cock said she was mine to protect. Somehow, some way, I needed to keep her safe.

      I flexed my knuckles, raising my eyebrow to warn him. I was tougher, bigger, and stronger and he was aware I could kick his ass.

      “Watch your fucking mouth,” I said.

      Petre shook his head. “Once I marry her, I’ll do whatever I like to her.” His tone was low, steady. Such a fucking creep. “Every night. Rough and cruel and bloody. She won’t walk or sit the same after I have my way with her. She’s my property, my whore. You have no say.” He pointed at me as he spoke. “And even though you think you’re the hot shit son who came back from our lesser relatives the all-conquering hero, you’re not. I have men, I have power. And soon, a royal title. I will fuck up the princess however I damned well please.”

      His voice had grown thick and dangerous and it made me fucking crazy. The red haze of rage took over and before I knew it, I’d hit him right in the face.

      His nose exploded in a spray of blood. And then all hell broke loose.

      All at once, Petre’s hired thugs stepped in, restraining me from beating the ever-loving shit out of him.

      “Get him out of here!” Petre screamed, clutching his face as blood poured from his nostrils.

      I landed one more decent punch, leveling the biggest of his guards. Two others restrained me as I fought their grip. For a second that felt like an eternity, I hovered there, with fury coursing through my veins.

      If I wanted to try to kill him, now might be the time.

      But it was a gamble that had too great a risk; if I lost, if his men took me down, then there would be nobody between Valeria and my brother. And for the first time in my entire goddamned life, I decided not to take that bet.

      So, I shoved the guards off of me and stepped back, seething. I needed to think this through, and I needed to get the fuck away from my brother in order to do it.

      “First off, brother, you can throw me out of your own house all you want, if you had one. But this is our father’s house. And second, if you have a problem with me, I’ll fight you anytime you like. Just name the place. You and me, none of this chickenshit letting your hired muscle take care of things.”

      I stormed out of his sight and straight to my father’s study.

      “Can we make this quick?” I barked, watching him shuffle papers behind a carved walnut desk bigger than a small boat.

      My father raised an eyebrow at me, and I felt the heat rise to my face.

      “Sorry, father. It’s Petre, he—”

      He waved a hand, nodding in understanding.

      “I know there’s no love lost between the pair of you, but he has his uses. Particularly, his unfailing willingness to do anything it takes to bring further fortune to this family.”

      “I’m loyal to you, father. Make no mistake…”

      He gave me a tight smile. “I know. And I appreciate it. I also know that in the brains and brawn stakes you take after me.” I rolled my eyes when he turned to look into the fireplace, admiring his complete lack of modesty. “That’s why I asked you here. I want you to reconsider my offer.”

      “No,” I said firmly, shaking my head when he turned my way. “No, father, I will not return to the family business. That’s all behind me. I’m legitimate, I’ve made my own way in the world and I no longer have any sleepless nights about the things we’ve done or the things we may be forced to do to hold onto power. You said that you know Petre’s strengths, and that’s one of his. He has no conscience.”

      My father laughed. “He is a cold-hearted bastard, for sure. He can be your right hand, believe me it’s useful to have one. But what he can never be is the boss of an enterprise like this. Particularly with the plans I have.”

      I turned away. “I don’t want to hear any more. The less I know about the family’s lawless dealings, the better.”

      “Not lawless, son.  Well, there are levels of lawlessness, this is true. But I want to move away from some of our ways of business. The way the laws of this land are heading, the profit is less and less. Our best men get arrested weekly these days, they serve sentences that mean they will never be of any use to us again. It’s getting harder and harder to buy our usual leniency. It’s unsustainable. I want you to help me to change things. It won’t happen overnight, but with you by my side I can—”

      “The answer is still no.”

      “Think on it.”

      I let out a low growl. One thing that had made my father successful was his uncanny ability to refuse to take no for an answer until his opponent gave in. He could keep it up for years.

      “Fine,” I said, “but I won’t change my mind.”

      “All I ask is that you give it some thought.”

      “I’m leaving now.”

      He nodded. “Very well. Heading back to the Hellborn cottage? Or do you have other plans for the evening?”

      When I’d arrived back two weeks ago, my father urged me to stay here at the estate as he usually did on my visits home, but for years I’d preferred my own space.  Our family had a cottage that suited me well, on the back border of the land we owned here in the valley, but I’d not let on that after the first couple nights back, I was in fact no longer staying there.

      I’d procured much grander accommodations.

      “No.  I’ve been staying at the Bellemore Manor.”

      “Really?”  His eyes twinkled as he raised a brow. “I heard Lord Barrington had put himself in a tough spot.”

      “Yes. I helped him find his way out. Let’s leave it at that.”

      He smiled.  I could have let him know the details of what had happened, but my father respected my private nature and left it for me to share the parts and pieces of my life as I wished.   When the time came, I’d let him know Lord Barrington lost his estate to me in a card game set up to allow him to settle his previous gambling debt to me one way or another. I didn’t feel a bit sorry for him.  Taking one of his four manor homes that he’d acquired in his own devious fashion was just tit for tat in my book.

      “If only your brother found independence as seductive as you.”

      “He is your problem,” I said, and with that turned away, heading out of the house and into the moonlit winter darkness. My horse was waiting in the stables, fed and watered ready for the ride ahead. It was no short distance back to the Bellemore Estate, and in the snow and ice it would require greater care to get there.

      Unlike a lot of the men I’d grown up around, who treated their horses as if they were disposable, there was no way I would risk Vela’s life just to get home a little faster. But that wasn’t where I was heading.

      Not yet at least.
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      Saint Theodora’s School was mostly dark as I rode hard down the long, snowy driveway. In the moonlight, I saw two pairs of carriage wheel tracks—one approaching, and one departing, which I guessed had to be from her father dropping her off. I fucking hoped so, anyway. But it didn’t matter, really.

      If she wasn’t here, my next stop would be her family estate.

      Whatever it took.

      Scanning the lit windows for any sign of her, I dismounted and tied Vela to a fence post under a thick covering of trees, keeping her out of the wind.

      “I’ll be back soon, girl.”  I patted her shoulder and reached in my pockets, gave her one apple and left another on the ground for her to chomp on when she was done with the first.

      It was cold as hell outside. Winters in Praque can last for nearly the whole year, with some of the higher peaks perpetually snow-capped. But it’s the low-lying land that tends to become impassable in the darkest depths of the year, with snow drifts, icy floods and avalanches a regular occurrence. Being away in warmer climes with my uncle had left me somewhat unused to that sort of cold, but right then I didn’t care. I barely felt it. Every fiber inside my body was burning up to see her. To get one fucking glimpse of those aqua blue eyes and the swell of her tits which had my cock nearly bursting from the front of my thick trousers.

      But window after window yielded no sign of her. I ran my hand through my hair and spun on the toe of my boot, thinking it through as I pulled the lapels of my jacket together at my throat, the night temperatures dropping further as the wind picked up and the tips of my ears numbed.

      Suddenly, a noise to my right drew my attention—the sound of uneven footsteps. The sound of my blood rushing in my ears and the hard thump of my heart made it difficult to concentrate.  The mere thought that Valeria could be close had my senses on alert, my near frozen dick saved only by the constant pulse of hot blood that called for what it felt already belonged to us.

      Peering into the darkness, I saw the shape of a man, half staggering through the snow. He wore thick boots but his jacket was unfastened. The glint of a bottle of vodka caught the moonlight as staggered in an awkward circle, humming happily up at the moon.

      As he raised his face to the silver light, I saw the deep-set eyes, the thick lines around his mouth and deep in the flesh of his forehead.  From the weathered look of his face, life had ridden him harder than most.

      With my gaze, I traced his footsteps backwards, and there I saw the dim rectangular glow of light in a small window.  The moonlight showing a small shack down the path and I caught the scent of wood smoke.

      Groundskeeper, more than likely.

      I set forward and in a few long strides I was within arm’s length of him and he staggered back when he saw me. He dropped his nearly empty bottle into the snow, where it landed with a powdery thump.

      “You know who I am?” I said, getting in close enough to scare him a bit.

      He blinked a few times in the moonlight. “No, sir.”

      “Vasile Greengallow,” I said, nearly shouting into the wind.

      And he inhaled, sharp and scared.

      “You know my name?” I said.

      “Yes, yes, sir. I do.”

      Truth be told, he’d have to be a fucking half-wit hermit not to know the Greengallow name. We had our hands in most things in this territory, legal, damnably illegal, and everything in between.

      I eyed the bottle of vodka sticking out of the snow. It was our label—a business we’d purchased first as a front but then turned straight. Or my father had, anyway. I’d been off doing more important and definitely more legal things.

      “If you tell me where I can find Princess Valeria Valentine, I’ll send you a year’s supply of that.” I glanced at the bottle.

      There was a flicker of temptation in his glazed eyes, yet he hesitated. “Sir, I… I really should not…”

      “Yes,” I said, stepping into him. “You really fucking should.”

      He blinked off his drunkenness as best he could.

      His faded blue eyes glimmered in the cold moonlight. Now that my vision had adjusted to the darkness, I saw he wasn’t just old.

      He was ancient.

      He’d probably been here since he was my age or younger. Dutiful protector and all that shit. Appealing to a different side of him would work better. And quicker.

      “She’s in trouble. And I’m here to protect her.”

      His look of tipsy confusion transformed into a dead-serious stare. “What sort of trouble?”

      The worst fucking sort you can imagine.

      “Big trouble, old man. Trust me. The less you know, the better.”

      He rubbed his reddish cheeks with his crooked fingers, the sound of his phlegmy cough punctuated by a faraway wolf’s howl.

      Christ, what a place to live this was—the wilderness of Praque was always calling, always encroaching. Always reminding us that no matter how powerful we thought we were as humans, we were just visitors here.

      “She’s on the third floor, west wing,” he said. “The corner room. Toward the moon.”

      Now we were fucking talking. I stepped back a little and extended my hand to his to thank him.

      “I was never here, we clear?” I asked, as I turned to go.

      “Yes, Mr. Greengallow,” he said with a respectful nod.

      “A delivery will be on your doorstep within days.  Water my horse for me as well will you?  You will have my gratitude.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Good man,”  I finished as a gust of prickling, frigid air burned my skin and I took off toward the building, still unsure of exactly what the fuck I was about to do.
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      On the ride back to Saint Theodora’s, my shocked horror gave way to an all-encompassing fury.

      My father fussed and fumed about my obvious eagerness to leave the Greengallows—and to come back here, of all places. I’m sure he would have rather had me at home, where I could be kept under guard in case I decided to flee the country, but he reluctantly allowed me to stay one last night in my dorm room.

      “I’ll be here to collect you tomorrow evening, Valeria,” he told me. “Please make sure you’ve said your goodbyes by then. I won’t be made to wait.”

      “Father, there’s no need, I’ll be closer for the wedding if I’m here than at home.”

      He simply tsked. “No. There are too many things that we’ll need to get ready the following day. It’s bad enough that I’m bringing you here now, I won’t risk us not being ready in time on the day of your wedding.”

      As soon as we arrived, I left our carriage without so much as a goodbye to my father, and hurried up to my room, grateful that it was late and I didn’t encounter anyone as I stomped through the halls to my room.

      Inside, I paced, fuming. Digging my fingernails into my clenched palms, I walked the length of my room again and again. My three years here at school made my small room feel more like home than where I grew up.  There were faded dried flowers hanging upside down in one corner, bringing back memories of the short but wonderful spring days where we walked and did our reading in the gardens.  My pillowcases, embroidered with moons, stars, clouds…how I’d wanted to know the secrets of the heavens.

      I ran a finger over the stack of astronomy and adventure books I’d collected and read until the pages were worn and the book bindings barely held them together. My teachers here encouraged my wild dreams of studying the stars, the movement of the earth, things usually only spoken about if you were a man.

      I read about sultans and long horse races across the desert. Mysterious ways that ancient tribes used the stars to know where they were, where they were going. How they used the position of the sun, moon and stars to tell what time of the day or night it was.

      Oh, the dreams I’d had here.  The nights of laying in my bed, planning and making up stories of how it would be to discover how to map distances and locations by the heavens alone. So many secrets held in the night sky and the bright sun of the day.

      I’d thought maybe I’d live on our southern border where the sun was warm most of the year and there was an ocean that my mother said was the same color as my eyes. I’d teach fencing, my favorite class of all, and win tournaments where almost every other competitor was male.

      And how I’d always wanted a family. A husband taken as a partner instead of a trade.

      Love.

      How I’d dreamed of love. Because, I believed it too was written in the stars.

      Yes, I was angry with my father, with this situation, with those horrible Greengallows, and most of all with myself.

      Especially with myself. Maybe if I had stood up for myself when I had the chance; had I said no before any of this had gone so far, then perhaps, just maybe, I wouldn’t be facing a marriage to such a monster.

      Inhaling hard, I flung open the window in the corner, letting in the frigid night air. The sharp coldness made my eyes water but I looked up into the night sky. The moonlight showing the white clouds as they drifted over my much loved stars.

      Thinking.

      Thinking.

      Cold enough, I closed the window and turned, continuing my pacing, then paused halfway across the rug, unclasping and releasing the ribbons on the front of my dress. I slipped my shoulders and arms free, and let it fall in a sad, silky pile.

      I gave it an ungrateful kick, which only made me angrier at myself. Anger was understandable, but the idea of being spoiled and petulant on top of it was not okay.

      With teeth clenched, I carefully gathered up my dress and hung it on its old satin hanger in my wardrobe, took off my petticoats and underclothes, then slipped on a nightdress, not bothering with anything underneath. And kept on pacing.

      What I needed, I knew, was a plan. Marrying that insufferable, dangerous man was not an option. Not at all. But how in the world was I going to get myself and my family out of this mess?

      The door opened, and in walked my roommate, Natasha. I watched her cross the room to her bed, expecting her to say something to me, but she didn’t. It didn’t even seem as if she’d noticed me.

      “Natasha?”

      She startled, her breathing quick as she turned, her hand going to her throat. Her eyes were watery, though whether with tears or some sickness I couldn’t tell. It was hardly surprising if she was suffering. It had been less than three months since her parents had both died of an illness that had mercifully passed her by. She came from a wealthy family, and she wanted for nothing, but she had loved her parents dearly, especially her mother. She hadn’t been the same, and while I had tried to comfort her as much as I could, she had grown a little more distant, particularly of late. “Valeria, I wasn’t...”

      “It’s alright. Is something the matter?”

      “What?” She glanced down at the floor before continuing. “No. Of course not. Nothing is the matter. I wasn’t expecting you to be here, that’s all. Your wedding is the day after tomorrow. Why wasn’t the door locked?”

      I snorted a humorless laugh on a shrug. “I forgot.  And you surely needn’t remind me of my pending nuptials. The horror of it all.”

      “You don’t want to be married?” She looked up, her hand going to her wrist, rubbing at it. She seemed distracted, like she’d rather be somewhere else. “You mustn’t run away, Valeria. Promise me you won’t run away.”

      She’d grown so thin over the months since the tragedy.  Her skin pale, nearly gray, with dark circles under her green eyes.  But, whenever I tried to talk to her about what had happened, it only upset her more, so I’d taken to leaving things be, hoping she would return to her old self in time.

      I huffed, shaking my head. “Where would I run to?”

      “You mustn’t. Petre Greengallow. He... I mean, he would...” She opened her palms, as if expecting me to know what she meant. And the worst of it was, I did know exactly what she meant.

      “I know,” I said, letting out a deep sigh. “He’s not a good man. He’d hurt my family. Probably kill my father. He said as much just this evening.”

      She turned away, pulling a small bag from beneath her bed and starting to pack clothes into it. “Mhm,” she said quickly, the sound little more than a high-pitched squeak. “I have to go. Don’t tell the headmistress that I’m gone.”

      “In this? Where are you going?”

      “I’ll be all right. Someone’s meeting me outside the gates…”

      “Who?”

      “Just promise me you won’t run away,” she said, turning with the bag in her hand. “Please, Valeria.”

      I shook my head. “I won’t. But I don’t know when I’ll next see you. After my father comes to collect me tomorrow, I don’t know when Petre Greengallow will next allow me to see my friends.” I crossed to her, trying to put my arms around her for a hug, but she shrugged away, shaking her head.

      “I have to go,” she said, and a moment later the room was empty once again, just me and the knowledge that that might be the last time I saw my best friend for a long time. “Lock the door behind me.”

      She left and I did as she asked, wondering why she seemed so nervous.

      In the room next to mine, I heard one of the other girls who boarded cough softly in her sleep. It was little Anna, tough as nails but always sickly.

      Staring at the wall that adjoined her room, I thought about her, and how she’d told me all about her mysterious and fabulous aunt, who lived a life of luxury, moving freely from royal house to royal house around the world.

      Anna said she was beautiful, interesting, and excellent company, so everybody was always glad to have her visit. She was unmarried, she had no children, and she did just as she pleased. She reminded me of a consort…a geisha in a way, except she was free. Desired, yet aloof. Which sounded pretty fantastic to me.

      Especially right now.

      Staring at myself in the mirror above my dresser, I wondered if maybe I could pull off a similar sort of life. I was pretty—at least enough, I thought.

      I had my mother’s hair, wavy and layered in warm variants of light brown and golden streaks. I had my father’s eyes, blue as the sky. I was full in my bosom and hips, very attractively so, from what others suggested.

      As for interesting, I was somewhat sure I was at least somewhat interesting. I hoped. I could fence, I could ride, I could read tarot, knew the stars, played chess, and made my own clothes. I could bake bread and even helped raise the chickens here at school; I could read a little French and sing somewhat in tune.

      My marks in my classes were always at the top of the scale. And I could even put a grown man into a fairly respectable choke hold. I was rather proud of that one, I had to admit.

      If I wasn’t good company yet, I could learn to be.

      The ray of hope at a life of freedom was quickly replaced by the sting of reality. If I did that, packed up my things in a midnight flit, and ran off to Wherever It Might Be, then what would happen to my father? What would happen to my mother?

      Natasha was absolutely right. If I fled, they would bear the brunt of the Greengallow fury, and I had no doubt that Petre would take perverse pleasure in such revenge.

      The idea of abandoning them made me slump down on my bed. I knew my mother loved my father, and vice versa. There was no question about that. And my father, despite all his life-upending faults, was a decent human being who I loved even when I most probably should not.

      He’d made a mess of my life and sold me off, yes; but he also had always tried his best, even when his best ended up in catastrophe. The gambling was beyond his control in many ways.

      Getting him to stop would be like asking a terrier to stop chasing a rat. Even still, I had never been deprived of anything in my life; despite our family having very little money, whatever we did have was spent on me without question. When I received an offer of a place at Saint Theodora’s, the money was there. No doubt if I required a dowry it would have been found, though as things stood that was unnecessary: Petre Greengallow was getting something far more valuable than money; he was getting a royal title. Something for the family that has gained the very highest positions available within their own social class, but still lusts after more.

      Even my father’s gambling, I knew, had as much to do with me—to secure a life for me, to give me safety and stability—as it had to do with the thrill of chance. For all that I had, I was grateful. If I left, if I let my end of this whole horrendous bargain drop, how would that make my parents feel?

      Glancing out the window into the night, the imposing arches of the Sernu Viaduct bridge caught my eye. Its arches made three massive half-circles over the River Sernu, towering above this valley and the next. I could almost see my father dangling from it, strung up by Petre Greengallow himself, as a lesson to all those who reneged on their debts.

      My father had already lost so much. The thin band of pride he retained after being nearly discarded by his own family for marrying my mother, a commoner.  They’d allowed him his title, given him a place to call home, but cut him off in all other ways.  He, too, was a prince in paper alone and thus, another reason we were in this predicament.

      I buried my face in my hands. Running wasn’t an option. Absolutely not.

      A noise outside in the corridor made me drop my hands to my lap. I listened, and heard a creak on the floorboards on the other side of my door.

      I was sure it was Natasha returning.

      It wouldn’t surprise me. Her moods and actions of late were wildly unpredictable.

      Striking a match, I lit a candle that I kept at my bedside and padded to the door. A soft knock made my heart leap, but I told myself not to be so silly. Natasha was perpetually losing her keys.

      “Natasha?”  I whispered, but when I opened the door, it wasn’t Natasha’s gaunt face that greeted me.

      Instead, there stood Vasile Greengallow himself, looking intense. And powerful. And jaw-droppingly gorgeous.

      I was so utterly shocked to see him that I stepped back. He used my surprise to his advantage by stepping inside and locking the door behind him.

      You idiot girl.

      I’d broken the first rule of fencing and left myself open to my opponent by stepping backwards. And now here he was, in my space. Towering over me, with dark eyes glinting in the candlelight. Do not give in to those eyes, I told myself.

      “What in the world are you doing here?” I whisper-hissed. I maneuvered myself around him, unlocked and opened the door again, pointing at the hallway. “Get out of here. You don’t belong here.”

      With one massive hand on my arm, he moved me aside and shut the door behind me once again, this time locking it and removing the key.

      I inhaled hard through my nose, both in fear and fury.

      “How dare you?”

      “My brother knows about us,” he said, stepping into me and pocketing the key as he crowded my space. “He might not be much, but he’s a nasty piece of work. You’re no longer safe.”

      I set my teeth and scowled up at him. “Us? There is no us to know about, Vasile. Your brother can think what he likes, but I have done nothing. So get out of my room, and get out of my business. None of this concerns you.”

      “The fuck it doesn’t,” he growled. The look in his eyes was wild, aggressive. Such power. Such ferocity. “He saw the way I looked at you.” He met my gaze without a hint of shame. “And how you looked at me.”

      I stared into those wild, haunting golden irises edged in dark red, and I almost lost myself. Nothing was more dangerous than a man like Vasile, with all the evil of his brother wrapped up in a handsome, charming package.

      In that moment, I wondered if he would take me if I let him, defile me right then and there with a hand clenched around my throat as I panted and moaned and begged for release.

      But then, what good would be the use of swapping one brother for the other?

      I’d be no freer with Vasile, the older, wiser, probably more cunning criminal, than I would be with Petre who I knew would take out his frustrations on me every chance he got.

      What use, indeed?

      “You want to marry him?” Vasile asked in a tone that was more of a challenge than a question.

      “I don’t want to marry him,” I said softly, my chest heaving with every breath. “I can’t stand the sight of him…him or….” I trailed off. An hour ago, I’d have finished that thought with or you.

      But I knew that would be a lie. Despite everything he was, I was mesmerized by Vasile’s presence, and deeply attracted to him in every single way. As much as I hated to admit it, I wanted him. And my body did as well.

      I shifted my weight slightly, feeling the thump, thump of my pulse along with a slick wetness between my legs. Never before had I felt my heartbeat down so low.  So decadent and tawdry, yet I clenched my muscles there, willing the new feelings to grow instead of retreat.

      His eyes flicked down to my sex as if he knew and then back up to meet my gaze as I swallowed hard, urging my skin not to flush.  My breaths to remain even as I knew both were betraying me.

      I could have him. If I wanted to, I could seduce this man who probably only wanted me because I belonged to his brother. Did they fight over toys as children, just as they would fight over a woman now? Each wanting to possess the thing he cannot have?

      And could I—would I—dare use Vasile to escape the clutches of a marriage I neither asked for nor wanted?

      I could. I could do it. I could use my body to that end. My father even said I had that womanly power.

      Seduce the brother, lose my virginity, become a damaged, unwanted prize. Let them fight each other if they wanted to while I flee. Surely, if he no longer wanted me, it would be Petre’s choice and then possibly the debt forgiven as my father would still be more than willing to hand me over.

      “I don’t want to marry him,” I repeated, steeling myself. Was I really about to do this? “I don’t want him.”

      I inched closer, the inflection in my last word lingering between us. Casting aside doubt, I reached out and lightly touched his arm.

      And that was all it took.

      He let out a low growl of desire and pulled me into him, his massive hand on the small of my back. His careless stubble grazed my cheek, and I felt the heat of his breath against my skin. I swallowed hard and felt my lips quiver.

      “I…” His jaw worked without sound for a moment, before he shook his head, looking deep into my eyes, into my soul. “I can’t do it. I won’t…” For a moment, I thought he was talking about family loyalty, struggling with the idea of betraying his brother, but I was wrong. “I won’t leave you here for my fucking brother,” he said, and finished his thought with a kiss.

      And what a kiss it was. I was stunned at first, stunned at his harshness and confidence.

      The room spun and I hung on to his broad shoulders.  Even through his thick coat, his biceps tightened with tension as he held me close.

      I was helpless to the moan that escaped my lips as he swept my tongue aside with his, keeping me wanting more and more, deeper and deeper. The more I kissed him back the more tender he became, until my heart ached in my chest and I had his shirt gripped in both my hands.

      He pulled away first, but still stayed close so that we were nose to nose. He gently caressed my cheek with his thumb. His arm around my waist tightened, and so too did his grip on my cheek, so that his fingers hooked behind my jaw, and his first finger pressed into a wonderful sensitive spot just below my ear.

      “We’re leaving,” he said, and all at once scooped me up and hoisted me off the floor and over his shoulder.

      “No, wait!” I cried, the air forced from my lungs as he slung me like a sack of potatoes. This wasn’t what I wanted. Was it? “Put me down!”

      “No.”

      “Put me down!” I snarled, beating his back.

      He gripped my butt hard and spun toward the door.

      “Let me go or I’ll scream,” I said. “And every girl in this place will be trying to claw your eyes out.”

      His grip tightened and he curled his arm over my body, carrying me toward the door like an unwilling bride.

      “You say a fucking word,” he said, “and I’ll have you over my knee for a spanking so fierce you’ll wish you kept your mouth shut.”

      Oh lord. A rush of wetness spilled from between my legs, thinking of his hand on my bare behind.

      Smacking. Stinging.

      Stop.

      Somehow, he connected with the drumbeat of desire his words drew from me, because he responded with that low growl again which only made the situation worse.

      I was angry at my body for betraying my better sense. Sexy though he may be, I wasn’t going anywhere with him. That was definitely not a part of my plan to escape a hateful marriage to his brother. Where he planned to take me, I had no idea, and I wasn’t about to find out. It was time to fight. With everything I had.

      Fight I did. I fought him with all my might, wriggling out of his hold just enough to loop my arm around his muscular neck. I’d never actually completed a carotid hold until my opponent blacked out, but if ever there was a time, this was it. The strong thrumming pulse of his jugular vein pattered away against the inside of my forearm.

      I should scream.  It would end this right now.  Yet, I did not.

      Why did I not?

      “Fuck,” he gasped, clawing at my arm with his hands.

      Making someone lose consciousness isn’t a feat of strength. Though I was half his size, I knew what I was doing. I tightened a little more, feeling both intoxicatingly powerful and damned glad I paid such close attention during all my grappling arts classes.

      Not for the first time, I said a silent thanks to Saint Theodora. I might just get out of this alive after all.

      But before I knew it, he thrust me off him with all his might and I heard him gasp for air as I was dropping from his arms to land on the rug, no longer over his shoulder but held firmly by a giant hand with a vise-like grip on a twist of fabric from my nightdress. Either I stayed where I was, or it would be torn from me as I ran.

      In an instant, he was kneeling beside me, checking to make sure I was alright. He still looked mad as hell, but in those dark eyes there was so much compassion and care, too.

      “I didn’t know you’d be such a hellcat,” he said, placing his thumb just below my eyelid to check my pupils, as if the fall from a height of about six inches might have permanently damaged me. He grabbed my hand to help me up to sitting, but I knew I had to fight him once again.

      Not for my freedom, but for my consciousness. I shoved him hard, batting at his face, trying desperately to loose his grip on my nightdress.

      “Just knock that shit off,” he said, “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      He had no idea I was fighting not him, but the fact that my head was now above my heart, but my blood pressure was still sky-high. I was now sitting upright and I knew from the way the world was closing in that I was in trouble. Not because I was injured, but because I had, very unfortunately, inherited one incredibly inconvenient trait through my mother’s side of the family.

      We were strong, fierce, headstrong women.

      But we were also fainters.

      The tell-tale rush of nausea and coldness took hold of me.

      No, no, no, no, no.

      I tried all the tactics I’d learned over the years.

      Hold my breath.

      Don’t blink.

      Clench every muscle.

      But it was no use. The shock of seeing him, the effort of fighting him, and the damned inconvenient way my body was responding to his scent, were working against me. It was embarrassing… but it was happening.

      I looked up at his eyes, desperate to explain. But it was too late. I was on the way out, and then the world went black.
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      When I regained consciousness, I was on horseback, moving through the night, wrapped tightly in several blankets from my bed against the almost endless cold of the long Praque winter, which lasted for what felt like eleven and a half months out of every twelve.

      Vasile sat behind me in the saddle, his thighs pressing against mine, and embracing me from behind to hold the reins. He was an experienced rider, and he and the horse moved as one, familiar and comfortable with one another.

      We were moving down a small woodland path that went from stand to stand of pine trees. Though the hoofprints up ahead of us were faint, slightly windblown and difficult to make out precisely, I guessed they were from Vasile heading the other direction earlier in the day, moving toward the valleys and away from the mountains. But it was too dark to be absolutely sure. Wherever we were, he knew exactly where we were headed.

      I most certainly did not.

      I gave him no immediate signal that I was awake. Instead, I carefully assessed the situation.

      Judging by the moon, we were heading east.

      Wiggling my toes, I realized I was now wearing socks and slippers, which I hadn’t been when he arrived. Wondering what else he may have done while I was unconscious had that now familiar tension growing in my center.

      The pleasant feelings were outmatched by another familiar sensation. My head ached a bit as it usually does after one of my fainting spells, but otherwise I felt better than I should.

      I briefly considered fighting him once more. Landing a well-placed elbow to his solar plexus would sending him flying backwards while I stayed safe in the saddle.

      But it was winter, it was night, and I was on an unfamiliar horse in an unknown place. He’d already ridden this path once that day. So even if he was thrown, it was quite likely his mount was bonded enough to him to return.

      Fighting wasn’t my best bet. So I was stuck, at least for a while. And really, as I’d previously considered, this might be one way out of my situation.

      The heat between us was undeniable, and though I had never been with a man before, I did know the power of the gaze and the body. I knew about beauty and want.

      He’d come to my school to kidnap me, and kissed me deep and long in the process. If there was one thing I could say for the Greengallow brothers, their eyes gave away their lust.

      Petre had revealed himself as a monster, but Vasile—although dark edged in his own ways—did not feel dangerous.

      The gossip mill said many things about Vasile, about his intelligence, handsomeness, and shrewd business decisions, but I’d never once heard that he was twisted or unnatural like his brother. So far, the gossip mill was right on.

      If he wanted me as much as I wanted him, perhaps I could use that very thing to my advantage.

      It wasn’t in my nature to use my body to manipulate a man, or anyone else, but I was up against an impossible situation so my thoughts drifted back to my original plan.

      If I could get him to kiss me like that again, it was entirely possible that I could seduce him into taking my virginity. I had no particular shame about doing so—I wanted him, and from what I felt, he wanted me, and it would surely be the experience of a lifetime to lose my virginity to someone so strong, so intense, and so clearly desirous of me as well.

      If that is what was about to happen, then I would be damaged goods. And whatever terms my father and Petre had settled on would go up in smoke.

      It would be a compromise. Give my virginity to Vasile in order to escape a life with Petre.

      Could I do it? Was I gutsy enough to pull it off?

      Absolutely. If I kept my wits about me, I was positive I could keep control of the situation. I had few other assets besides my beauty, my title, and my virginity. To give up the last was a big decision. Would I rather let Vasile Greengallow deflower me and give up my reputation, or keep my reputation intact and marry his brother?

      I inhaled deeply but carefully, so as not to give him any sign that I was wide awake. He smelled wonderful. He felt wonderful. He was a good-for-nothing gambler, a member of a lawless, criminal family, but I wasn’t going to marry him, for goodness sake. He would be a means to an end.

      And what a means he was.

      He tightened his grip on me and I let myself be embraced from behind, feeling tiny and delicate and safe for the first time in as long as I could remember. I would not be the victim in my own marriage. I would not continue to be as helpless as a pile of poker chips. I would take control of this situation and my life, finally. And I would do it by seducing Vasile Greengallow, at the very first opportunity that I had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 10

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Valeria

      

      

      

      It was dark and still as he slowed his horse, and turned down an overgrown and unmarked drive.

      Even in the low light I could see the thick tendrils of vines that wound through and around the iron gate. Between the dry winter vines, I was sure I could make out the purple background of a royal crest, but I wasn’t sure whose it was. Wherever we were, we weren’t at the Greengallow family home.

      They might be powerful, but they weren’t royalty. That was the very reason the daughter of an impoverished family like mine would be of any interest to them. A royal title was something money alone couldn’t buy. But a strategic marriage to pay off a debt could.

      My heart began beating quicker as we approached a darkened, enormous manor house. There were no signs of life anywhere—no servants, no carriages, no low-burning candles in bedroom windows.

      Nothing.

      I would have thought it was abandoned completely, except that it was meticulously well kept. The driveway had been cleared of snow recently enough that there was only a thin sprinkling, and the house looked to be in excellent condition.

      The moonlight glinted off of rows of undamaged panes of glass in the windows, and the ivy had been carefully trimmed away from each opening.

      Vasile drew his horse to a stop in front of the grand entry door. His broad chest rose and fell against my back, once and then again.

      Then he said, “Are you going to keep pretending you’re unconscious or are you going to admit you’re awake?”

      Damn him.

      I shot a glance back at him. He had his eyebrow raised, looking sexy and cocksure.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      He gave no answer. Dismounting first, he was about to lift me out of the saddle but I beat him to it.

      “Fine,” he huffed, turning away to pet his horse’s flank, drawing the reins down in front of the mount’s bit. “Stand here for two minutes.  I need to take Vela to her stable.”

      Vasile disappeared around the side of the house, trotting alongside his horse, and I stared into the night sky, pin dots of stars looking down as I considered my situation again.  I rubbed my arms and felt the chill of the night, knowing I was shivering not only from the cold.

      A minute later, Vasile was back, jogging toward me, and I wondered if he thought I may not be here when he returned.  But where would I go?  It was freezing, the middle of the night and I had no idea where we are.

      He looked down at my feet. “Couldn’t find your boots. Which is why I was going to carry you to the door.”

      “I’ve been carried quite enough for one day,”  I spat back, knowing I was acting like a petulant child but I didn’t want to give him any satisfaction. Instead I marched right up to the front door, grabbed the lion’s head knocker, and gave it a few good whacks.

      Behind me, Vasile blew out an exasperated breath.

      “Anybody ever tell you that you’re stubborn?”

      Anybody ever tell you that you’re irritatingly sexy?

      Still with my hand on the knocker, I turned to face him, giving him my sternest glare.

      “If you’re not going to tell me where we are or what we’re doing, you can be damned sure I’m going to figure out for myself.” And I added a few more knocks for dramatic effect.

      Vasile cleared his throat, then approached me where I stood at the front entrance way. Through the small beveled glass sidelights, I saw no candles or signs of life.

      As I knocked again, I imagined the sound echoing through the empty rooms. But Vasile stilled my hand mid-knock and reached past me. He turned the knob and the door swung open.

      “You didn’t think I lived with that dickhead brother of mine, did you?” he asked. He held the door open for me. Now that I was in my slippers and he was still in his boots, he was even taller than I remembered. I passed easily under his outstretched arm and into the front foyer.

      “You live here?” I asked. Now I saw that there were indeed low burning embers in the two massive fireplaces I could see from where I stood. Though the house was sparsely furnished, it was quite beautiful in every way.

      “Yes,” he said, locking the door behind us. “Among other places.”

      I found him both frustrating and alluringly mysterious. So much so, in fact, that I had to remind myself that he was a villain, and the only reason to spend time with him was to seduce him, ruin myself and run off in disgrace, never to set foot anywhere near the Greengallows again.

      Every time he spoke, it was like there was a whole world of information he was keeping to himself. And yet, I didn’t feel like he was lying to me. Just… telling me what he wanted me to know. Lies by omission possibly, yet somehow I felt he was doing it for my own safety.

      And something about that was intensely erotic to me.

      Wrapping my arms around myself, I stepped away to explore, but before I could get away he’d grabbed me once more.

      I let out a wild-animal roar that echoed through the mostly empty rooms. I maneuvered my way around to wrap my arms around him again in another hold that came from my grappling classes. This time, though, I didn’t have the element of surprise and in a few long strides he made his way to the end of a huge leather sofa.

      With a forceful heave, he flipped me over and I landed with a cushy thump on the tufted leather. I glared at him upside down, with my chest heaving. He planted his hands on the sofa arm and glared back.

      “Can we knock that shit off, please?”

      With a growl, I thrust myself off the sofa and set about exploring again. I was fuming at first, annoyed at myself for missing my chance, but with every step I took I forced myself to calm down. If I wanted to keep control of this situation, I had to keep my wits about me. Anger was the most blinding emotion of all and I had to let go of it as fast as possible.

      Fortunately, the house gave me plenty to focus on instead. As I made my way from room to room, Vasile followed, re-igniting fires in most of the rooms as we went, intense but not threatening.

      With my body and movements, I tried to convey as much confidence as I could, but it was just an act—I was nervous, in an unfamiliar place, and with a man who looked at me and treated me in a way that had me feeling things I’d never felt before.

      But as I walked, I tried to act as if I owned the place. Truth be told, I wished I could own somewhere so luxurious and beautiful.

      His heavy footfalls followed me, big authoritative thumps on the polished floors. It was a reminder that he was just that—a man. A real man. Not some boy I was dancing with at the New Years’ dance, not some suitor barely into adulthood.

      Vasile Greengallow was a man. I was as intimidated by him as I was turned on.

      I trailed my finger along a polished length of wainscoting and then let myself through a pair of French doors. The air that met me was warm and sweet. The distinctive scent of oranges filled the air, and the heavy warmth of summer air enveloped me in the most wonderful way.

      The sound of a click made me turn back to look at Vasile; in one hand he held a mechanical flint, and with a flick of his finger the gas sconce on the wall lit up, followed by sconce after sconce down the row.

      I gasped and smiled as the room lit up with light. We had no such luxuries at my house; gas lamps were for the truly wealthy. The pleasant warm light filled the orangery, and revealed a swimming pool surrounded by the waxy-leafed orange trees.

      For the first time since I’d left his brother’s house, I got a really good look at Vasile, not by moonlight but by the warm light of the glass gassier. His eyes were locked right on me, and he worked his jaw back and forth making the muscles of his jaw flutter.

      “It’s like summer in here,” I said, saying the first thing that came to mind. “I barely remember the last one.”

      “A needless indulgence, my father would say. He’s used to this cold. But I’ve spent so long away from here, living in warmth, that I missed it when I returned.”

      Taking a step toward him, I mustered up my courage. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      He shook his head, then looked me up and down, once and again. An ever-so-brief flare of his nostrils reminded me of some big animal in the rut. “You don’t want to know.”

      But oh, how I did want to know. So much. And yet, I was so nervous that I could hardly summon up a thought, let alone a word.

      Don’t just stand there, you silly girl, I told myself. Do something.

      I bit my lip and blinked up at him.

      Driven by desire and instinct alone, I threw off the blankets he’d wrapped me in. As I took hold of the hem of my nightdress, he gave me a warning glare to say watch it. But I felt no fear from him, no danger.

      I felt nothing but heat and want.

      Emboldened by that look in his eye, I slowly dragged the hem of the nightdress up, from my knees, over my thighs, until it barely hid my secret lips.

      Do I dare?

      I felt almost childlike there, dressed like that, with him so brawny and burly in his heavy, rugged clothes. All felted wool and leather.

      I felt childlike, that is, until on a single deep breath, I dragged the nightdress up over my head and dropped it to the floor then reached down and removed my wet slippers.

      I then stood, tall and proud, naked before him.

      “Fuck,” he growled, sounding irritated with me, frustrated by me.

      A rush of warmth invaded my muscles, my bones, my very being. I felt so powerful.

      Rarely in my life had I felt like a princess at all. But, standing before him, he made me feel every inch the princess at last. What irony—finding such power in vulnerability.

      I raised up on my tiptoes and spun around for him, watching him watch me over my lifted shoulder. Then I raised my hands up above my head in a V, overlapping my fingertips, before sucking in a deep breath… and diving into the pool.

      The water was warm, heated perhaps by the gas furnaces of the house deep below, and I was enveloped in a silky safety that let me shake off the chill of our long ride in the night. I reemerged just in time to see him kick off his boots and yank his shirt over his head.

      It was all I could do to stop myself from moaning out loud. His pecs and abs were like a Greek god's; his broad shoulders led down into a narrow, sculpted waist.

      My eyes were immediately drawn to the line of hair that went down from his belly button and into his pants. But he didn’t give me the satisfaction of seeing everything, and he dove into the pool with his pants on.

      He was a powerful swimmer and he vanished into the warm, dark water. I turned this way and that to see where he might reemerge, but I’d lost sight of him.

      Suddenly a strong, bare arm looped around my waist and he pushed me up against the wall, reemerging in front of me, pressing his groin up against my hips. I felt him there, hard against me, and my heart leaped into my chest. Pressing me up against the pool edge, the cool marble against the back of my neck. Rivulets of water trickled from his thick dark hair down his muscular throat.

      Almost automatically, I spread my legs for him and hooked my ankles together around his waist. He slid his hand down my back far enough to dig his huge fingers into my ass and shifted me slightly, gently moving me through the water toward the underwater steps. Once there, he caged me in with one hand on the railing above me, and pinned me tightly up against the wall of the pool.

      I studied him, every detail of his beautiful face, hoping—praying—that he would kiss me again.

      But instead of leaning in, he pulled back. The look in his eyes hardened, and with a powerful thrust he pulled me into him and lifted me right up out of the pool. I dropped my legs and went stiff, trying to make it as difficult as possible for him to carry me, but it was no use.

      He scooped up my clothes in his other arm and then dragged me along down the wooden hallways, with my wet feet squeaking, drenched hair dripping down my face and back.

      “I wasn’t done swimming.”  I squirmed and felt my naked flesh against him.

      “Looks like you are.”

      I huffed and decided to let it go.  So sure and yet unsure of what I was doing, the thoughts tangling in my mind, making me doubt myself.

      Before I knew it, he’d opened the door to a bedroom and shoved both me and my things inside. For one instant, he eyed me up and down as if trying to make some important decision.

      “You’re a royal pain in the ass, Princess,” he said, and then closed the door, locking it from the outside as he went.

      I stood there, naked and dripping, flabbergasted and fuming over what had just happened. Glancing around, I saw that I was in a comfortable enough prison. The bed was large and freshly made, there was a dressing table, a fireplace, heavy curtains over the windows, even a thick rug on the floor. But it was a prison, nonetheless. I pounded hard on the door. “Well, you’re a bastard!”  I shouted, knowing I didn’t mean it as I felt a loss listening to his footfalls moving farther and farther away.

      A cold hug of rejection tightened around me.  Why had Vasile not taken me?  I was there, naked, my legs around him and yet, here I was.  Alone.  What had I done wrong?

      Clearly, the fine art of seduction was something that needed further study.
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      They didn’t teach us lock picking at Saint Theodora’s, but that didn’t stop me from trying.

      Vasile’s sudden arrival at my dorm room had one upside—I hadn’t had a chance to unbraid my hair from that godforsaken dinner, and so while my hair had fared poorly from my careless decision to take a naked swim, I still had a few hairpins at my disposal, clinging to my now-damp, unkempt locks.

      But the lock was an old iron pocket lock. And my hairpins were just what you’d expect for a down-on-her-luck member of the nobility.

      “Damn it,” I hissed as yet another one snapped in half in my fingers. This one had broken right at the edge of the lock. As I peered out of the keyhole, I saw it was stuck inside. I jabbed my finger at it to try to get it to wriggle free, but all that did was nick the tip of my finger.

      Wonderful. I stuck my finger in my mouth to stop the little bit of bleeding and reassessed my opponent. The problem was, I had no idea how locks really worked. It was just one of those things that I had always accepted without ever thinking through

      Steeling myself with a deep breath, I got comfortable in a new position on the floor, adjusting my feet so that they didn’t fall completely asleep beneath me. I pawed at my birds-nest of hair with a quickly sinking stomach.

      “Don’t tell me I used them all…” I muttered to myself.

      But no, I hadn’t. I found one, the last one, tucked in the back of my braid.

      As I pulled it out, a lock of hair came with it, making my grown-out bangs fall into my eyes. I swiped the still-wet hair from my forehead with the back of my hand, then set to work trying, one final time, to free myself. If I couldn’t get out this time, I was stuck in that room.

      Stuck there while Vasile was elsewhere, all sexy and handsome, alone in some big luxurious bed with Turkish sheets, probably wearing just his…

      I was losing my focus. Shaking off the thoughts of his rippling body, I narrowed my gaze on the lock, trying hard to envision its internal workings.

      But they were as mystifying to me as Vasile himself. I wriggled it and turned it, jiggled it and jabbed it. No luck.

      I stabbed it one final time, with no success. Defeated, I let my forehead thunk softly against the wood. And with a quiet click, the door sprang open, the abandoned hairpin falling to the floor.

      “Oh my god,” I chirped, a bit louder than I should, snatched up my nightdress and slipped it over my head before I peeked out into the darkened hallway. There was no sign of Vasile.

      Whether it was a good idea or not to go find him, I didn’t know. He didn’t want me as I’d hoped, so my head spun trying to figure out another angle of attack that would free me from my upcoming enslavement to Petre.

      Padding through the rooms, I moved silently while I worked through a new plan. In what I assumed was the drawing room, I found a crystal case that contained a row of silver-plated pistols and below that a row of equally ornate and imposing knives. I hesitated there, looking down at their dangerous edges in the moonlight.

      The voice of my fencing coach drifted into my head. “Nyet, girl! Nyet! Never go into a fight unarmed!” she barked, her thick Petrograd accent making her sound doubly formidable.

      I wasn’t sure what I was going to do, but a knife seemed like a good idea in the moment. Certainly, having a weapon at hand right now would be an asset rather than a liability. And I had no idea how to handle a pistol.

      Carefully, I lifted the lid of the crystal case and chose the smallest of the knives, which had the thickest blade. Its serrated edges glinted in the moonlight, and I was surprised by how comfortable and well balanced it felt in my hand.

      I resumed my hunt for Vasile. I almost suspected he wasn’t there at all, but at the end of the last hallway I saw a closed door. Trying the knob, I found—to my delight—that it wasn’t locked. Gritting my teeth as I turned the knob all the way, I carefully made my way inside. And there he was, lying on his back in bed, sound asleep.

      Bare chested and beautiful.

      Keeping the knob tight in my hand, I gently rotated it to the left, careful not to let go until I knew that the catch was not going to click and give me away.

      His breathing was regular, almost mesmerizing. The drapes were open, and the barest hint of dawn light was beginning to break in the room. He was beautiful when he stared me down, but even more beautiful now, so peaceful as he slept.

      Standing by his bedside now, knife in hand, I gazed down at him. If I’d felt powerful by the pool, that was nothing compared to how I felt here, with this beast of a man at his most vulnerable, and me armed to the teeth.

      I could do anything to him. Anything. I could scar that perfect face. I could stab him just enough to wing him.

      I could kill him. Right here, right now.

      Climbing carefully up onto the bed, slowly, silently, I straddled his wide chest, gaining leverage as I studied the glint of the blade in my hand. It wouldn’t be difficult. I could raise the knife above my head and plunge it downward.

      I would never have a better opportunity to make my own way in the world than this. Nobody knew where I was, and if I did kill him, nobody would probably find him for days. I didn’t even need to seduce him for this plan to work. I could even leave evidence that he had done away with me, so nobody would ever come looking. A tragic end to my life as Valeria Valentine, and a new beginning under a new name…

      Sabre Steel, world’s greatest female fencer. Wowing audiences with my footwork and ability to outmaneuver any opponent.

      All I had to do, right now, was plunge my knife into one man’s heart. All I had to do was start my new life with another’s death.

      But I didn’t want to kill him. I didn’t even want to hurt him. I knew in my heart that I could’ve spent my whole life looking at that beautiful face, and trying to solve the mysteries of the gorgeous Vasile Greengallow.

      I wish you were the one I was marrying, I thought, surprising even myself with that idea. And with the utter truth of it.

      Without even thinking, I found my unarmed hand moving toward his cheek. He was so beautiful. Gently, I stroked his rough cheek. As I touched him, I felt my whole body begin to melt.

      But then, from a seemingly dead sleep, he seized my wrist hard in a vise-like grip that triggered a rush of fear inside me. Instinctively, I fought back and in a flurry of movements, grunts and force. I found myself with the knife pressed to his throat.
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      When I heard her come in the room, I’d pretended to be asleep. I’d heard her coming down the fucking hall

      , my senses so on edge, so acute that I couldn’t ever fail to know exactly where she was.  It took all my willpower to leave her in that bedroom only to come to mine and use the remaining power I had to talk the surging hot blood from my erection.  I thought briefly about relieving myself, but I couldn’t.  This girl I’d only known hours, had ruined me already.

      I knew, the only satisfaction I’d ever have again, was with her. In her. From her.

      Who knows how she got past the lock on her door, but I found the ingenuity fascinating. There was more to this girl than looks or a title or even a brain.

      She wasn’t just smart, she was resourceful, and I found myself drawn to her with a force that shocked me. I’d let her have her moment, wondering what she would do when she found me alone and vulnerable. I’d enjoyed it when she climbed up on top of me. I’d even been fascinated by the idea of her wielding a blade, of my life being in her hands. But I couldn’t hold back any longer.

      In the low light, with that look in her eye, she looked more beautiful than ever.

      Goddamn. That fire, that daring. What a fucking goddess.

      But mischievous as hell.

      “How the fuck did you get out?” I barked.

      She pursed her lips, all sassy and sexy.

      “Next time you kidnap someone, you should check their braid for hairpins.” She was smug with her little victory and doubly sexy because of it. A confident woman is the sexiest thing in the world, hands down.

      I slowly released her wrist, but she didn’t take her hand away from my cheek. Nor did she move the knife from my throat. Instead, she kept it there, blade to my jugular.

      The pressure on the knife increased and I slowed my breathing as I stared into her eyes. It took all my strength to keep my wits.  The scent of her cunt was driving me mad. If heaven had a scent, it would be named Valeria.

      My dick was hard as the stone pillars outside the front door in an instant…in spite of the blade on my neck.

      Sitting on top of me, pinning me to the mattress, she began to grind her hips into mine, rolling her clit against my engorged dick. I was naked under the sheet and the only thing between her sweet cunt and my cock was a few threads of fabric.

      It took one hell of a woman to walk that line between danger and pleasure. But she needed to be careful. If she pushed me too far, there would be no turning back.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I growled.

      She exhaled slowly, with eyes fluttering as she pleasured herself against me. “You thought you’d kidnap me and keep me locked up like some little jewel, didn’t you?”

      She spread her legs further; against my balls, warmth and wetness seeping through the thin sheet. It was her wetness spilling out of her. I wanted to get inside her so badly, I felt it in my fucking bones.

      “You have no clue what I wanted to do, Princess.”

      “Stop calling me that,” she snapped, setting her teeth in anger and sucking in her belly as she pulled herself slightly away from me.

      I slipped my hand behind her, forcing her back down onto me, with my fingers digging into her plump ass cheek. “Make me,” I challenged, half provoking her just to see how far she’d go, with no concern for the fact that with one swipe, one flick of her delicate wrist, my lifeblood would drain from my body in a matter of minutes.

      “You’re pretty cocky for a guy with a knife to his throat.”

      The warm softness of her skin made the tone of her voice all the more sexy. Fire and ice. I didn’t just want to fuck her. I wanted to own her, possess her. To consume her whole.

      “And you’re pretty gutsy for a girl who’s way out of her depth.”

      She gasped with eyes flashing, then pinned her tongue between her teeth. A little smile crept up one cheek—barely noticeable, but fucking intoxicating.

      “Maybe you’re forgetting who’s in mortal danger.”

      “And maybe you’re forgetting who’s making a mess of my sheets.”

      Her eyes blazed and she ground her hips again. I studied her close, watching every gesture and gyration, every movement and gasp. There was no question that she knew her own body and knew what it meant to pleasure herself.

      I was fucking glad about that. If only because it made me think of her in her moments of pleasure.  Touching herself.  Maybe rolling up her bed pillow and riding it as she was doing to me right now…

      But the way she reacted to my body told me something else; my brother might be a fucking liar ninety-nine percent of the time, but I was pretty sure he’d told it to me straight about one thing. She was a virgin. She was playing the experienced woman, but she wasn’t experienced at all.

      “You’re way too fucking innocent for a guy like me,” I told her, keeping my voice low, trying to convince myself I could destroy her if I unleashed myself on her right now.

      “Me?” she said, lifting her shoulder, being coy and seductive. “Innocent? I don’t think so, Vasile.”

      She had the act down, but it wasn’t real. I knew it in my gut. She wanted it, though. That sweet scent drifting from between her legs told me more than her words.

      Fine. If she wanted to play this game, we were gonna play it for real. I tensed my ass and drove my shaft into her spread legs, with only the sheet preventing me from driving into her for real. She gasped and shuddered, then looked down at me with lips quivering and eyes darting from my left to my right and back again.

      She’d be a shitty poker player; couldn’t bluff to save her life. Her eyes softened a little, and she blinked once at me.

      In that expression, I saw just how innocent she really was. And how terrified she was as well, deep-down inside her. I reached up to touch her face, sliding my fingers gently along her cheek, past she curve of her ear, and into her thick, honey-colored hair.

      I grabbed a fistful of it, hard, enough to make her neck tip back, and said, “You’re fucking safe with me. But I’m gonna warn you,” I clenched my fist to get a better grip on her, “once I start, I won’t stop.”

      She let out a low growl at the ceiling. “Good.”

      Her on top was sexy, but it was time for me to show her what I was really like. It was time for me to dominate her—the way I craved, the way she fucking deserved.

      With one powerful thrust, I flipped her onto her back and pinned her with all of my weight, tearing the sheets from around us and throwing them across the room. I seized the knife from her and forced her wrists above her head in one of my hands.

      With the other, I palmed the knife, blade pointed straight at her and glinting in the moonlight.

      She gasped as I slipped it under the thin white cotton that covered her and in two sweeping motions cut her nightdress from her.

      Her gorgeous, creamy white tits were pulled up and flattened by the position of her arms, making her nipples look even more swollen and pointed against them.

      Leaning down over her, I positioned the knife down, with the flat of the blade against her ribcage, and the tip against the mattress. Then I got to work on those fucking tight nipples. I sucked hard on the left, biting her nipple until she tried to kick me off of her. The harder she fought, the more I bit down. Releasing her only when her moan turned sharp and the squeal of pain echoed in my ears.

      She hissed up at the ceiling, and when she looked back at me I saw not just that adrenaline rush of pain in her eyes.

      But I also saw fear. Fear of what I could do to her, fear of what was to come. It wasn’t just fear, though. There was terror. And I wanted her to feel a lot of things for me, but terrified wasn’t one of them.

      “I told you you’re safe with me,” I said.

      She nodded, wide eyed. “I know,” she said softly.

      “With me,” I told her, “pain is only a means to pleasure.”

      Valeria blinked in that innocent way she had before. “You mean, unlike with your brother.”

      It was a credit to her that the mention of him didn’t blunt my hard-on at all. But there was a time and a place to discuss all that—and this most definitely wasn’t it.

      “Don’t fucking mention him,” I warned her, soothing her bruised nipple with some tender licks.

      She gave me an unsure little smile and looped her legs around me the way she had in the pool.

      “Okay,” she lowered her chin, tightening her lips to her teeth.

      The look on her face made my heart ache in my chest. She was way the fuck over her head; she didn’t know which way was up. I took comfort in knowing that I would be her first, that I would treat her right. That she’d feel pleasure and pain from me, instead of just pain alone.

      “I’m going to tell you the rules,” I told her. “Do not question them. Do not test them. If you do, I’ll walk right out of this room and I won’t come back until you learn to obey.”

      Now she was serious, focused and attentive. She nodded at me.

      “Say it,” I told her.

      “I understand.”

      “Rule one. When I tell you to something, you do it. No variations. No surprises. When I speak, it’s for a reason. I say what I want and it’s your job to give that to me.”

      She nodded quickly and answered, “I understand.”

      “Don’t fuck with me and I won’t fuck with you. Got it?”

      “I thought fucking was the plan—” I glared at her and she fell silent, then nodded with a slight grin tugging at her lips. “Yes,” she gasped. “Got it.”

      “Rule two. Trust me. Completely. When I take you, remember I just broke the fucking law to get to you. To keep you safe. To keep you close. So I will not hurt you more than you need to be hurt.”

      That word hurt gave her pause, and she searched my face as if looking for some hidden meaning there. I didn’t tell her anything more.

      “I understand,” she said, with a deep breath of anticipation.

      Now I palmed the knife, rotating it in my grip so that the blade was away from her, though she couldn’t see that for herself. With the blunt edge of the tip, I traced a line down her beautiful body.

      Down her throat, her breastbone, her belly button. Then, keeping the knife against her thigh, I traced that same line with my tongue. As I licked my way down toward her pussy, I adjusted my body and shifted my hips so that my raging hard-on lay flat against the mattress.

      “Open your legs, bent at the knee. Pillow behind your head,” I told her.

      She paused for one second, watching me closely, and then did exactly as I asked, in the correct order. Now we’re fucking talking.

      “Good girl,” I said, and then situated myself between her legs, with my face mere inches from her honey-sweet cunt.

      I ate her out like it was my purpose in life. She tasted fucking amazing, and the heady scent of her cunt filled my brain and body like a double shot of whiskey.

      Her clit was already swollen with desire, but the more I worked on her the more swollen it became. Once I’d had a solid dose of her, I pulled away slightly, not even bothering to wipe her wetness from my lips.

      Her head lifted from the pillow and she looked at me as if to ask, with her innocent eyes, why in the world I had stopped. By way of answer, I pressed the steel of the blade against her creamy soft thigh. Her eyes flashed as it touched her. I fucking loved dancing this dance with her—this game of power and play, this negotiation of fear and need.

      “When you come, just fucking let it happen,” I told her. “No writhing, no squirming, no tipping your hips for more or less. This orgasm is a gift. So you just fucking take it.”

      “Yes,” she said instantly. Confident yet submissive. “Understood.”

      “Good. Now lie back.”

      I didn’t make it easy for her to stay still.

      With my tongue and my free hand, I teased her clit and opening, without ever penetrating her. When I felt her approaching orgasm, I backed off once and then a second time.

      Her body was betraying her, though, and she was getting greedy. When I lessened my intensity, she shimmied her hips to beg for more.

      Don’t you fucking dare.

      I pressed the blade against her harder to warn her not to be disobedient. She inhaled sharply, then relaxed her whole body.

      Once I was sure I had her back under control, I gave her a few nice long licks with the widest part of my tongue, then flicked her clit over and over again until I felt her entire being tense.

      Then and only then did I let her come for me. She came strong and hard, screaming my name again and again. Before she’d even finished coming, I tossed the knife aside, got up on my knees and pumped my cock a few times for her. I took her small hand in mine, showed her how to cup my balls, and then guided her other hand over my dick. She explored its girth, its length.

      Her cheeks were already flame-red from her orgasm, but a new blush crossed her cheeks as she touched me.

      Her touches were soft though, too soft, and I said, “You better be stronger than that when I fuck you.”

      She gasped, smiling that devilish smile that I was growing to adore. “Oh, I will.”

      Her lack of protest had cum dripping from the tip of my greedy cock.

      “Yeah?” I asked, lifting my eyebrow, and leaning in to kiss her.

      “Yeah,” she said, and met my lips with hers.

      Being so close to her, feeling her beautiful body against mine, and fully realizing just how deeply I wanted her, proved what I’d known all along, since the second I first saw her: I would never fucking ever allow Petre to put his hands on her.

      She belonged to me and me alone.

      I wound my tongue with hers. The warm wetness reminded me of how her pussy felt as I gave her a taste of herself. Knowing she was tasting her own cum made me crazed.  I crushed our lips together…the kiss deeper and more profound than just a meeting of lips and tongues.

      After a long, delicious moment, I pulled away with a greedy nip of her lower lip. I held her head in my hands, hard enough to let her feel my power as I shifted my hips.  The tip of my engorged cock was already dripping as her slick opening tempted me to my very limits.

      Forehead to forehead, nose to nose, I asked her, “You ready?”

      “Yes,” she said, her tiny hands gripping my shoulders.

      Embracing her with all my strength, moving her cheek against my chest, I hitched my hips and pressed into her virgin pussy. And goddamn did she feel good. So good. Too fucking good.

      A part of me hated her for that, for that tight, wet, pure little cunt of hers.

      Her maidenhead pushed back at me, but I forced my way through it, without warning or tenderness. I grunted and shuddered as I broke through, a sound so animalistic I hardly recognized it at all. Her body tensed with the pain, she dug her fingernails hard into my back as her virgin blood spilled out from her and bloodied the sheets.

      Staying there, plunged inside her, I pressed a long, tender kiss to the top of her head. The kiss was what she needed, and her body relaxed, making her pussy open up even further to my dick.

      And that was when the appetizer ended, and the main course began.
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      The hushed whispers shared between females by and large described sex, especially the first time, as something to be tolerated at best.

      So, whatever they must have been doing, it wasn’t this.

      Because, oh my God.

      I hadn’t even known my body could make me feel so good. Vasile kept me on my back, with my legs spread, and filled me with powerful thrusts of his cock.

      At first, it was as if my body was splitting in two, but the longer he stayed inside me and the more comfortable I became, the more and more I felt that it really was heaven on earth being there in his arms.

      Impaled upon him.

      At his mercy.

      His thick erection stuffed me utterly full and I clenched around him, every muscle I didn’t know I had tightening at once. The pleasure was so intense that my foot pinched with a cramp because my toes were so tightly curled.

      He stayed there, like that, deep inside me for a moment. Gazing down at me, he moved a lock of my hair aside with his big, rough finger. And then he smiled. And it took my breath away.

      “What is it?” I asked, my voice raspy and thick from so much panting and pleasure.

      “I need you to know that this is real for me. I feel… intoxicated by you. Unlike anything I’ve ever felt, Princess.”

      I nodded, trying to remind myself of the plan. I didn’t want to break his heart, but I couldn’t stay here and I couldn’t marry his brother.

      “Just enjoy the moment,” I said, hedging my bets, trying desperately not to fall into those beautiful, mysterious eyes of burnished gold and red that gazed into mine, through mine, into my soul.

      “No.” He shook his head. “I can’t enjoy the moment until I know that you understand. I’m not like my brother or my father. I’m not a part of their world.”

      My stomach flipped a somersault at his words. Was he trying to convince me to stay? I knew that was impossible.

      Or was it?

      “You’re nothing like your brother,” I told him.

      He nodded. “Valeria, I won’t let you marry him.”

      “I don’t want to marry him.”

      “Whatever it takes, I’ll make sure it doesn’t happen.” He slid forward and I gasped, making him grin. “It won’t happen,” he repeated, so quietly I almost couldn’t hear the words.

      He brought his cheek down beside mine, turning away from me slightly, and then sliding his big hands down my butt cheeks to grab me tighter as he drove into me. I ran my hands down his now sweaty back, and inhaled his scent, letting myself get lost in the strength of his body and the richness of his smell. Turning my head slightly, I nibbled his ear lobe. His body responded instantly with a shiver…and a new intensity to his thrusts.

      With that change of speed and angle, the room began to spin.

      “Oh my god,” I gasped, arching my head back into the pillows.

      That tell-tale quiver of my body was starting now, but from the inside out. I’d never experienced any feeling like it. It was pure, complete, and mind-spinning bliss.

      “Give me what’s mine,” he growled into my ear.

      And I did, oh I did. I let myself be swept away once more by his power, coming hard and powerfully on his cock, gripping it with all my might as I bit down savagely into his shoulder, sobbing out in pleasure as I came.

      The orgasm went on and on, wave after wave, until finally my thighs were shaking and I was so sweaty that my skin was slick against his.

      Once he had decided that I’d had enough, he slowed his rhythm and pulled out of me. I responded with a spoiled little whine.

      “Don’t be a brat,” he said, under his breath, smiling all the time. “Now get up.” He snapped his fingers and rolled off of me, laying back luxuriously on the pillows in the middle of the bed. I popped up on my shoulder.

      The last thing in the world I wanted to do was leave that bed.

      “Get up and do what?”

      “Get up and don’t fucking argue,” he said.

      I was angry at being bossed around like this, and felt a little bit whiplashed as well. Sometimes I pleased him. Sometimes I frustrated him. It was hard for me to anticipate just what he’d want and when, even from instant to instant.

      And that, I realized as I rolled out of bed, standing on shaking legs, was exactly the point.

      “Stay there. Keep your back to me. Put your hands by your sides, fingertips to your thighs.”

      For one instant, one half-second, I thought about disobeying him—about putting my hands on my hips and turning right around.

      But the idea of that, of displeasing him, it made my heart sink. And so I obeyed, wordlessly, soundlessly, and stood there in the dark exactly as he had asked.

      There was a battle raging inside me to know how I felt about all of these orders, all this bossing around. I never, ever, liked being told what to do, and yet every time I obeyed him and pleased him, I was filled with the most exhilarating rush.

      I had long prided myself on my competence and confidence; but with a glance, he stripped that away from me, leaving me entirely naked, body and soul. And in my total nakedness I had to admit the truth to myself: I wanted to please him.

      Desperately. Completely.

      The sound of a flint lighting an oil lamp broke up my thoughts, and slowly the room filled with soft warm light. I wanted so badly to turn and look at him, but I knew better, and so I waited at attention for the next order he decided to give.

      Behind me, I heard the sound of running water. And it took every single fiber of my being to keep myself from turning around.

      At my parents’ castle, there were no such luxuries, and likely wouldn’t be in my lifetime. But here, in this mysterious manor house that Vasile had at his disposal, there were indoor swimming pools and central heating and running water and everything else.

      I listened as Vasile moved around behind me, and then I followed his footsteps around the bed. Finally, he came around in front of me. In his hand he held a white cotton towel, damp with water.

      “Let me get you cleaned up,” he said.

      I looked down at my thighs, at the sticky, bloody mess all over them.

      “I can do it,” I said, feeling embarrassed. “You don’t need to…”

      He shot a warning glare at me. “Valeria. I do. I need to.”

      “Okay,” I said, blinking quickly.

      He crouched down slightly in front of me, placing a gentle kiss on my tender nipple, and then with a care and patience that surprised me, he cleaned the blood and my dried juices from my skin.

      Once he was finished, he tossed the towel aside and placed his hands greedily on my hips. He kissed me once, slow and deep, but before I could wrap my arms around him in response, he turned me around so my back was facing him, and walked me towards the bed.

      “Get on your knees,” he said.

      I glanced back at him as I planted my hands and did as he said. I had never felt so sexy in my life as I did then; as I dropped the small of my back slightly, in an almost feline stretch, I felt my pussy part for him and my ass too.

      He let out a low growl and dragged his massive palm down his mouth. With his other hand, he stroked himself.  Still hard, standing thick and tall, making me quiver at the thought of what may come next. At the base, there was a hint of my maiden blood, which I found so intensely erotic that it made my eyes flutter shut.

      “Don’t take your eyes off me,” he said. I forced my eyes open and nodded back at him, gripping the sheet in my fists. The low light of the oil lamp showed off the deep valleys and crevices of his abs and pecs.

      “You’re beautiful,” I whispered.

      He glanced away from me then, smiling a little, ever-so-briefly embarrassed with the compliment.

      In that moment, I really recognized just how different from his brother he was. This was not some brutal, awful man.

      Aggressive, yes.

      Powerful, of course.

      Intimidating, no doubt.

      But he had a good, kind heart in that brawny body of his. The simplest compliment made him shy away. Somehow, some way, I knew it in my soul that I could trust him, and that given the chance, I would willingly and freely give my heart to him. Not just my body but all of me.

      I was losing my grip. Letting emotion and lust take over. I must stay logical.  I must stick to the plan.

      But soon enough, he had refocused on the business at hand, and he parted my folds with the tip of his cock. He gripped my hips from behind and met my eyes. Then, in a slow but greedy thrust, he took me from behind and I dropped my head.

      As he reached my deepest depths, I sucked in a steadying breath, but it felt so good that I was frozen like that, breathless and hollowed out with pleasure and surprise.

      As he gripped my hips and pulled me even further into him, he let his hands trail down to the cleft of my buttocks, rubbing the round domes before, unexpectedly, he hit me with a sharp spank. That sting of pain on my backside was just what I needed to exhale again.

      Taking my hips forcefully in his hands, he drove into me again and again. Every drive was more mind-blowing than the last. It felt so good it was almost unbearable.

      Almost painful.

      Almost too much.

      Almost.

      “Vasile,” I gasped as he pounded me into dizziness, “I don’t know if I can…”

      “You can take it,” he snarled, teasing and intense. He filled me with another drive and another. I was at my breaking point, right there on the razor’s edge between pleasure and pain.

      I didn’t want him to stop, I couldn’t ask him to stop. And so I breathed into the pain, into the bliss, into the pleasure and the spinning room.

      “Good girl,” he said, as he felt me relax. “That’s how you take this cock. That’s exactly how you take it. Now fucking beg me. Beg me for my cum. Beg me to fill you with my seed.”

      When I opened my mouth to speak, all that came out was a primal, bestial, dirty scream.

      “Fuck yes,” he roared as he fucked me harder and harder still.

      “Please,” I said. “Vasile, please. Please. Please, pleeeeeease,” I begged. “I need it. I want iiiiiit.”

      “But do you fucking deserve it?” he asked, with another drive so savage that it slammed the big old mahogany headboard against the plaster with a whack at the same time he brought his hand down again on my rear end, sending a wave of heat and an explosion of pain outward.

      I could barely take it anymore. He was so big; I was so inexperienced. My world was now nothing but my pussy and his cock and I didn’t know which way was up or down. But I desperately wanted that seed. I desperately wanted to own his pleasure as he had owned mine. And so I plumbed my own depths for my darkness and fury. In his hands, I let myself go.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I screamed with each savage thrust not remembering using that vulgarity before. “Vasile, please!” And as I screamed that final please, I clenched down on his cock with all my might, willing him with my entire body to release inside me.

      And just like that, he was pulsing his seed into my womb, roaring and thrusting and growling my name.

      Such an animal. Such a beast.

      I was dripping with him.

      With his cum.

      Oh my God.

      What had I done?
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      We lay tangled up together in his bed for a little while, but as soon as I felt his breathing become more regular and steadier, I began to slip out from his embrace.

      What we had just done was so powerful, so life-altering, that I wanted the time and space to appreciate it without the reminder of what I knew was most likely true—I was just the next in a long line of lovers.

      He was my first, but as for him? I studied his magnificent body, his half-flaccid cock… I was certain I was just one of many. What we’d done meant something to me, and I was unwilling to let him show me that it hadn’t meant anything to him. If I left first, I’d be able to get back some of the control that I had handed over so readily. Re-center my focus on the plan. Stop getting lost in this intoxicating man.

      Carefully, I moved his massive arm off of me and let my legs slide off the bed. The wood floor was chilly, but much warmer than what I was used to at my parents’ estate. I sat there for a moment, blinking off my sleepiness, and then walked softly to where my half-shredded nightdress lay on the floor.

      “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” Vasile growled, his voice doubly dark and deep from sleep.

      I froze with the soft white fabric dangling from my hooked finger and looked back at him. He had one eye open, his hair was messy, and he was looking at me with such dreamy warmth that my words got caught in my throat.

      “I was…”

      He narrowed his eyes, making his long lashes nearly dust his rugged cheeks. He lifted up the blanket and sheets to make a space for me and raised his eyebrow.

      “Get your ass back in bed and I’ll pretend you didn’t just try to sneak out. Deal?”

      A pulse of desire radiated out from between my legs at simply the sound of his voice. So much for taking control of the situation.

      Sighing, I padded back to the bed and crawled in beside him. He pulled me up against his body, spooning me and enveloping me with his warmth and strength. He crossed his thick forearms over my chest and shifted his hips slightly so that his cock rested between my thighs.

      I let my body relax into his as I looked out the mullioned windows through half-closed lids. The dawn light was starting to break over the hills, casting long shadows from the hardy evergreens that grew in our harsh climate. But as the light grew brighter, the real consequence of what I had done in the heat of all that passion began to dawn on me, too.

      There were things I had not considered in my so called plan.

      Petre was certainly unpredictable.  What if…

      I turned my head so I could see his face a little better, and then whispered, “He’ll kill me if he finds out I’m not a virgin anymore.”

      Vasile opened his eyes slowly, inhaling and clearing his throat. He focused on me, watching me carefully. I watched a series of emotions pass through his eyes. Fear, concern, acceptance… and finally hard, dark, ferocious determination.

      “That motherfucker won’t lay a hand on you,” Vasile growled. “You have my word. Whatever it fucking takes, I will keep you safe.” He pulled me closer and nestled his cheek against mine.

      His body was tense for a long while, and I could feel the pounding of his heart against my back. I shivered, not from cold but from wonder.

      How far would he go to protect me?

      How far was too far when it came to Vasile Greengallow?
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      Her words haunted my sleep. He’ll kill me…

      I pulled her closer, sliding my hand down her body to pull her hips tighter against mine, to get that reassurance of flesh against flesh.

      The truth was, I didn’t care what Petre thought of me, or what he intended to do to me for what we’d just done. In fact, if I was being honest with myself, I took a certain perverse pleasure in knowing that this would anger him.

      Not hurt him. Because you would need a heart for that.

      Anger him.

      He wasn’t the sort of person that loved, so he wasn’t the sort of person that could feel loss. But he would be mad as a box of gunpowder in a furnace, and that was both a source of pleasure and a source of fear for me. Because when gunpowder explodes, there’s a very real chance that someone nearby is going to lose a limb.

      Or worse.

      I forced my eyes closed and inhaled her scent, that sweet fucking intoxicating scent. In her hair, all messy from sweat and fucking, I smelled her perfume, and also the leftover hint of cloves from her cigarettes.

      Without even thinking it through, I found my hand sliding down between her thighs. I cupped her pussy in my palm, forcing myself to suppress a groan as I felt her wetness. But she was sound asleep in my arms, dead tired, and she let out a sexy little sleepy moan, then shook her head even in her state of hard fucked unconsciousness.

      I smiled to myself. Sassy even as she slept. Fuck, I adored her.

      Way more than I’d expected. It wasn’t just that I wanted her body; of fucking course I did. But I also wanted to see more of her fire and confidence; I loved how she gave as good as she got.

      Fucking her was the ride of my life, and my cock hardened at the urge to do it again. And again. And again.

      But I let her sleep. It was morning, later than I usually got up. It was tempting to stay there with her, all day and all night, the rest of the world be damned, but I knew that there would be blow-back for taking her virginity.

      Preparing for that was important. Protecting her was my priority. Now, I thought, running my eyes over face, her cheeks, and lips, her curves, and always.

      As I disentangled myself from her and covered her up in my bed, I drew the curtains to make sure the morning light didn’t wake her. Splashing my face with water from the tap, I dressed quietly, careful not to wake her with any rustle or step. As I dressed, I could tell that something inside me had changed. That was because of her, and I knew it.

      When the lone wolf finds his mate, everything changes for him. For good. Knowing that, part of me thought that it might all be needless worry to even so much as think about Petre being angry.

      There was no fucking way I’d let him marry her; there was not a goddamned chance in hell that anybody would ever take her from me. He could be as angry as he wanted; it wouldn’t change a goddamned thing.

      But still, I had to be ready if he lashed out…. at me, or worse, at her. Or her family.

      If protecting her was my new purpose, then I was fucking fine with that. For her sake, I was all in.

      Crouching in front of the stone fireplace, I made a stack of a few dense logs and set them alight. I waited until the fire started to draw and then replaced the screen in front of the flames so that no stray sparks arched from the logs into the room. Then I picked up my boots and approached the bed again, memorizing her beauty.

      I’d be counting the hours until I was back here with her. Counting the goddamned minutes, even. I leaned down and placed a long kiss on her cheek.

      But though everything felt like it had changed, she was still a wild little thing, and a night of life-changing fucking wasn’t going to change that. I hoped not anyway, because her wildness was at least half the fun.

      It was, I had to admit, exactly as my mother had said. She was a match, even for me.

      Like a new horse, needing to be broken in. And that idea made me remember some wise words from my father’s groom: “Wild young fillies stay wild, until they’ve been bred.”

      Christ. I ran my hand down my jaw, grating my palm against my stubble, growing thick now over the last two days. The thought of breeding her made me fucking crazy, and it took all my strength to ignore my quickly engorging hard-on in my pants.

      I adjusted my balls and forced myself to refocus on the problem facing me. As soon as Petre found out she had been with me, her freedom and very possibly her life would be in danger. And that was fucking unacceptable. I needed allies, and I needed them fast.

      And there was only one person I knew of that could provide the kind of help I needed. Even though I knew his help wouldn’t come cheap, I had little choice.

      Slipping out of the bedroom without waking her was easy enough. I left a note for her on the mantelpiece, explaining that I would be gone for some time and if she needed anything I had left her in the capable hands of the only other person at the estate.

      But if there was one thing I knew for certain, it was that she wouldn’t wake anytime soon. Last night’s exertions had seen to that. By the time she did wake, I’d be halfway on my way to securing our futures. But I knew I couldn’t take her with me. Every moment I was gone was a moment she’d be in danger, but if she came along I’d be riding her right into the heart of it.

      Outside, I braced myself against the cold and headed around to the stables. The wind had gained strength in the night, and had brought with it a few snow flurries, but the drive and the walk around the side of the house had already been cleared.

      “Daniel!” I called out as I slipped in through the doors. My horse whinnied at the sound of my voice and I smiled. We’d been together long enough that she trusted me with her life, and I trusted her with mine. She’d carried me without complaint on our the three-day trip from the eastern edge of the country where I lived and worked for so long, returning here upon invitation to my brother’s upcoming nuptials two weeks ago.

      My friendship with Vela was born of necessity, but it was one of the closest relationships I’d ever had until I met Valeria.

      “My lord, I—”

      “Daniel, I’ve told you not to call me that. And for fuck’s sake, take one of the bedrooms in the house, man. There are enough of them.” I shook my head at the sight of him in his working clothes already. “I assume it’s you that cleared the driveway already this morning? There’s no need when I’m at home, I’m perfectly capable.”

      He chuckled. “I like it out here. Besides, since you took over the place, the stables cottage is as comfortable as any cottage in the village. Never would have happened under Lord fucking Barrington.” He met my eyes. “If you’ll pardon my language.”

      “I fucking will not.,” I chuckled, kidding with him. “But seriously, take a bedroom. Take a whole fucking suite of them. You deserve it.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “I have a task for you.”

      “Anything to do with the young lady?”

      I narrowed my eyes.

      “Sorry, I don’t mean to be out of line. When you brought Vela back last night, I watched you run. Wondered why, because...”  He shrugged.  “Being in such a rush, I wondered if something was amiss, my Lord—”  He tried to clip the last word but old habits and all.

      “Fucking spies among my friends,” I said with a laugh, shaking my head. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised, as that was why I hired you in the first place. Call me Vasile, or we’re going to have problems. Yes, as a matter of fact it does have something to do with the young lady. Princess Valeria is very important and it’s no exaggeration to say that she may well currently be in mortal danger. I have to leave, and I have to leave her here. But I want you to take care of her. You’re the only person I trust with this. Once she wakes, anything she wants—anything at all—you get for her. I don’t care how much it costs, just do it. But Daniel, you must not reveal that she’s here to anyone else. I mean it. Anybody at all comes here, the top priority is to keep her presence a secret. You have my permission to use deadly force if you have to, and we’ll deal with the consequences when I get back.”

      He nodded. “You know I have your back. Today and always.”

      “Good man. Now I’m going to saddle up, I have a long ride ahead of me.”
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      My mare and I made kick-ass time through the forests; it was no small distance from Bellemore Manor to my father’s house, but the heavy snowfall on the low lying ground had left only a light dusting on the higher paths and my horse was used to such footing.

      I considered going straight to the old man himself, but there were two things I knew I had to do first. Inhaling hard, I found I could still smell Valeria’s juices on my skin.

      It also gave me some satisfaction that Petre would never, ever know that sweet, sweet scent, but in order to keep her safe, I needed time.

      The wedding was scheduled for tomorrow, so I’d need every second of today to get my shit together and plan for what was to come. Most of all, I needed to know my enemy’s situation: if Petre suspected anything amiss with Valeria, I’d see it on his face instantly. Which meant, un-fucking-fortunately, I needed to stop by to see him in his private chambers first.

      Jabbing my heels into Vela’s belly, we thundered down the valley. Even as I approached the estate, I saw things were already underway for the wedding tomorrow. There was an artist on a ladder out in the freezing cold, painting the new crest on the stone shield above the main entrance. Our family insignia, a sickle with three stars, sat now on a purple background, rather than red; purple for the royal blood that Valeria carried in her veins, and that Petre would use to his advantage as her husband.

      I always thought that the family crest looked like the night sky, the sickle like the moon, and now its purple background only seemed to make that connection stronger.

      Presumptuous little fucker, I thought as I slung my leg off of my mare and hopped off before she even came to a full stop.

      As I entered the house, I saw that the new crest was just the start. The place was decked out for the wedding reception, and servants bustled around, hanging purple bunting edged in gold from the balconies around the main atrium.

      The old butler, an ancient guy named Ivan, greeted me at the door.

      “Sir,” he said, with an exhausted blink. He took my coat from me and dusted off a few snowflakes before carefully hanging it over his forearm.

      “How’s everything?” I asked him. “Are your knees still giving you hell? I assume my brother is in his chambers?”

      He smiled sadly. “They’re alright, sir. Shouldn’t complain.”

      I clapped him on the shoulder warmly. “So, where is he?”

      “Asleep, sir,” Ivan said, walking beside me toward the main staircase. “Or, perhaps I should say, he hasn’t yet left his rooms. Will I be seeing you tomorrow, sir?” Ivan asked hopefully. “For the wedding?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. What I really wanted to say was, There’s not going to be a wedding. I fucking guarantee it.

      But instead I said a gruff, “Sure,” and ran up the big staircase, taking the steps two at a time.

      Rounding the corner to the hallway that led to my brother’s quarters showed me that he hadn’t spent the night alone. A thin girl, sallow and pale, was showing herself out of his bedroom. She wore a silk robe and it hung off her like she was nothing but a skeleton. I shouldn’t have been fucking surprised.

      He was a lecherous prick and there was no reason why a wedding would have him change his ways. But even though she was mine, the idea of him going behind Valeria’s back pissed me right the fuck off.

      The girl heard my footsteps coming and spun around to face me. I recognized her, but only barely. I’d seen her once before, last holiday season when I’d returned home to spend a fortnight with my mother and father, but back then she looked a fuckload healthier than she did now. She looked so different that it took me a second to remember our previous encounter, but her eyes hadn’t changed: dark brown, sad, mournful. And now she was showing off a brutal black eye and a swollen lower lip.

      “I thought I told you to stay the fuck away from this place.”

      Her one unbruised eye seemed deeper in the socket than I remembered, and a grayish-red circle beneath made it look like it was set even deeper.

      The first time I’d seen her, I’d suspected what he had in store for her, which was exactly why I’d warned her off. It was his standard modus operandi.

      First throw some lavish party and invite girls who’d never in their life be invited to such an affair.  Then, from the pickings, find some down-on her luck little waif to get in bed with him, and get her hooked on opium and cocaine and whatever the fuck else. And then treat her like shit with impunity, becoming both her dealer and abuser. How that motherfucker and I were related, I couldn’t even comprehend.

      She looked up at me, wide-eyed and terrified as a sick doe. She was hooked on something and whatever it was, she was hooked bad. Her pupils were dilated but there was no life in those eyes.

      “I… I couldn’t,” she stammered softly.

      “Come back here. Right now,” my brother snapped from inside the bedroom.

      For a long second, she and I faced off like that. Me willing her to do what was good for her and get the fuck away from him, she looking petrified, frozen, stuck between worlds.

      “I’ll reward you,” my brother said, his voice now smoother, softer. More cunning.

      Bastard. For the first time, her eyes sparkled to life and she burst back through the door, leaving it wide open for my entrance. I gave the door jamb a single knock and stepped right inside.

      The sickly-sweet scent of opium hung in the air, just as I’d suspected. But it wasn’t just opium he’d gotten her hooked on. She scurried over to where he lay in bed, and took a snort of something, probably powdered cocaine, a new drug from lands across the sea, from his hand—from that snuffbox-like crevice where the tendons of the thumb meet the back of the wrist.

      She inhaled hard and shivered to some semblance of life.

      As if she didn’t even know I was standing there, she hooked her leg over his body and straddled him on her knees with her back to me. He ran his pale hands up her body, clearly showing off the bruises he’d left all over her thighs and back. A square-edged bruise on her lower back, dangerously close to her spine, showed me that he’d gotten tired of using his hands; that mark was left by a belt buckle, I had no doubt about it.

      “You’re such a piece of shit,” I growled at him.

      Petre pulled her down lower onto him, and she curled up in an addicted little ball in his arms. The sleeve of her robe slid up and I saw deep purple bruises on the inside of her bone-thin wrist. I knew that all this was, in part, to show me what Valeria was in for. But little did he know that Valeria would never go through the hell that this poor girl had been through. Not as long as I fucking lived.

      “What do you want anyway?” Petre asked me. Now he drew up the girl’s robe a little further, revealing a fucking horrifying bruise, bloody in the center, that radiated out from her bony hip.

      To feed you to the pigs down in the valley, you degenerate cocksucker.

      I steeled myself against my own rage and sat down in the chair near the door. As much as I wanted to give my brother a bloody bruise in the middle of his fucking face, I knew a better way to get him where it hurt. There was one thing he couldn’t tolerate—me encroaching on his turf.

      What I was about to say was exactly the opposite of what I wanted, but I needed Petre on the defensive.

      “Thought I should tell you in person. I’m joining the family business again,” I said. “And Dad wants to put me in charge. I’m here to make it official.”

      The look on his face was fucking priceless. Like I’d kicked him right in the nuts.
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        * * *

      

      Petre stormed out of his bedroom, leaving the poor girl alone in his bed. Following him down the hall, but taking my sweet time, I signaled to one of the servants. “Keep an eye on her, alright?”

      “Yes, sir,” the maid said, lowering her eyes. “Absolutely.”

      “Call a doctor if you have to.”

      “Of course, sir,” she said with a curtsy, and turned back toward Petre’s room.

      Down the hall, Petre emerged from his dressing room in a red silk robe, trimmed in gold cord. He’d always been a sucker for silks and gold. I was exactly the opposite.

      “You really are such a bastard,” he snarled at me, stomping now into his own private drawing room. I followed him in there, enjoying watching him squirm. And I took even more satisfaction than usual from it now—all that shit he did to women, all his brutality, it was nothing but show.

      Deep down, he was petrified. A cockroach that would scurry away from the daylight.

      Welcome to a new day, you motherfucker.

      On the long sideboard by the window, the servants had laid out a full spread for breakfast. Warming pans held eggs, sausage, and roasted potatoes. Big silver platters held fruits and jams.

      Scattered around the drawing room, eating in three groups of two, were Petre’s hired muscle, some of whom had been at the poker game the night before. They didn’t so much as greet Petre as he walked in, but a few of them gave me a flick of the chin to acknowledge they’d seen me. I caught one of them eyeing Petre with total hatred.

      If looks could kill.

      Oblivious to the palpable air of you are such a useless prick oozing from his hired “friends,” my brother limped up and down the long carpet on the opposite side of the room.

      I, meanwhile, assessed the breakfast spread. Not bad, overall. A little too formal for my tastes, but I’d take it. I picked up an apple and took a satisfying bite, then approached my brother from behind.

      He had a thing about hearing other people chew. It made him fucking crazy. It was like a disorder or something. And a pretty damned useful one. Just to really get under his skin, I chewed the fuck out of that crunchy apple while he paced.

      He kept shooting me annoyed, infuriated stares, which I acknowledged with a glare and more crunching. This was one upside to having been raised with him, the insufferable son of a bitch: I knew exactly how to push his goddamned buttons.

      The one button I’d never needed to press was threatening him with joining the family business. Ever since I’d seen the grizzly side of the business at an age far too young for such things—the brutality, the beatings, the total disregard for human life—I’d had no interest in it. But now that I had someone I cared about protecting, everything had changed.

      Just the idea of my joining the family business had always freaked him right the fuck out; now that he thought I was actually going to do it, he was every bit as terrified and full of bluster as I’d hoped.

      “What do you even know about running the business? Tell me that,” he said.

      I dug my top teeth into the apple, peeled off a big bite with my lower teeth, and shrugged. “I mean, you’ve been doing it.  Well, with father’s help of course.” I added a few loud crunches for effect. “Can’t be that hard.”

      His eyes widened, both pissed off and insecure. Fucking coward, through and through.

      “Will you put down that goddamned apple?”

      I cocked my head like I couldn’t hear over the chewing. “Say what?”

      He smacked his fist into his open palm. “Asshole.”

      He skipped the breakfast spread and went straight for the vodka. Progress. I was getting to him. He was losing control of the situation and of himself. But I hadn’t tormented him enough yet. Not even fucking close.

      He gulped back a half pour and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. I saw he’d replaced the pinkie ring he’d lost last night with a new one, just as godawful and gaudy as the one I’d taken from him. He probably had an endless goddamned supply of the things, cut off the fingers of “business associates” over the years.

      “We’re going to do things a little different now that I’m in charge,” I told him, as I finished off the first apple and picked up a second. “For starters, I think I’ll put you…” I narrowed my eyes, making a big show of thinking it though. “In charge of the warehouses, up north.”

      My brother huffed. “First of all, dear brother, you are not in charge. And, second of all, an idiot could do that job.”

      I clicked my tongue against my teeth. “Exactly.”

      He set his teeth and took a few aggressive steps toward me, cracking his knuckles the whole way. He slid his hand into the pocket of his robe, and it reemerged with a set of brass knuckles across his fingers.

      “Who the fuck keeps a pair of those in their dressing robe?” I asked, and started crunching away.

      “I do, you pain-in-the-ass prodigal son who never gave a shit about this family until it suited you. I do.”

      I stopped chewing. “Watch your fucking mouth.”

      “No,” Petre said, all fiery with vodka now. At his worst, he was dangerous. But like this, he was nothing but sloppy and reckless. And I knew I could use that to my advantage too. “I run this business. Father put me in charge. So if you think you can stumble in whenever you fucking want and take over just because you suddenly decide you want to screw my soon-to-be wife, you’re fucking dreaming. Fucking dreaming. The royal title is going to be mine. It’s what the family has wanted—what father has wanted—for decades, and I’m the one who’s going to get it for us.”

      He drew his fist up, like he was gunning to hit me.

      I eyed his fist and then met his gaze. “I said: Watch. Your. Fucking. Mouth.”

      He swung at me fast, faster than I expected. But he’d always been an awkward fighter, even before the whole thing with his knee and that limp, and I had plenty of time to bend left. In response, I seized his throat and shoved him hard up against the mahogany walls.

      “Get him!” Petre barked at his hired Russian hounds.

      But none of them, not a single one, even raised a finger.

      “You dipshits!” he said, his voice now weaker because of the force of my hand. “Get him!”

      Still, nothing.

      My laugh came from low down in my throat, a smug motherfucker kind of laugh that I couldn’t have faked even if I’d wanted to. Just a simple tightening of my hand would’ve cut off the blood flow to his brain; he could be dead in seconds. The fear in his eyes told me he knew that as well as I did.

      “They don’t give a fuck what happens to you, little brother. I’ll bet they’d be the first to string you up by the balls.” With my other hand, I pulled the brass knuckles off of his fingers and slid them into my pocket. And then, with that same hand I landed a solid gut-punch that doubled him over into a gurgling mess, and then turned to go, letting him fall to the floor.

      Petre, for once in his insufferable life, was lost for words. I’d shaken him up bad, just as I’d planned. Over my shoulder, I watched him go immediately to refill his glass, without giving me a glance. And as I headed down the hallway toward my father’s wing of the estate, I heard the fucking beautiful sound of the ice cubes tinkling in his trembling hand.
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        Valeria

      

      

      

      The wonderful noise of a crackling fire woke me slowly from a dreamy, cozy sleep. Vasile wasn’t beside me when I opened my eyes, and I didn’t see him anywhere in the room, but even still I sat up in bed with my heart singing.

      It was a contentment so complete that I felt it in my bones. Nestling back into the downy pillows, I thought about just how much my life had changed in a mere twenty-four hours. The day before, I’d woken up in my room at boarding school, nauseous with dread.

      Now, I was waking up with every muscle in my body gloriously sore, snuggled up in magnificent sheets, with my face slightly tender from Vasile’s stubble. And, I realized, as I rubbed my feet along my calves, my inner thighs were tender for the very same reason.

      Goodness gracious. What a night that was.

      The thought took me by surprise. Getting Vasile to sleep with me, to ruin his brother’s plans and ruin any chances of me ever getting married? That was the plan. Falling head over heels for the man while doing it?

      Absolutely not.

      But then, hadn’t he told me that he was nothing like his father or his brother? That he wasn’t a part of their world? That he wouldn’t let me marry Petre? If Vasile stood by me, could I have everything I wanted?

      I wrapped my arms around myself and faced the truth. It had bothered me to use him from the beginning, because I felt things for him that I hadn’t ever felt for another person in my life.

      What happened the night before between us went far beyond the physical. I felt that, and I believed he did too. It surprised me to care about him so much so fast, but that was how I felt. I didn’t want him hurt or damaged by my actions, and I didn’t want him to be in the position for taking the blame for something about which I had no shame whatsoever.

      It was a mess I felt too inexperienced to sort out on my own. I needed to talk to him. But first, I needed to figure out where he’d gone.

      Though I had fleeting visions of breakfast in bed, I cast those away with a tsk at myself. He had far more important things to do than make me fresh orange juice from those luscious oranges in the orangery. I was sure of that. But regardless, I needed to find him. I wanted to be near him. So badly that it made my heart ache.

      Pulling the sheets off my body, I slid my legs off the thick, plush mattress and placed them on the chilly stone floor. My nightdress was in ruins, so I gathered up the coverlet like a cloak and headed for the door.

      Half of me expected Vasile to suddenly come back in and tell me to get back into bed, his cock ready for another round, and more than half of me hoped that would happen. But I was disappointed. Instead, I cracked the door open and peered out just in time to hear voices.

      Voices I didn’t recognize.

      “...this is my house! You damned, impudent little—”

      “You can’t talk to me like that anymore, Barrington. And it’s not your house anymore, either.”

      “It’s Lord Barrington. Lord. That puts me about a hundred rungs further up the social ladder than you, stable boy. Why, I ought to wring your disloyal little neck.”

      “I’m not just a stable boy any longer. I’m far more—”

      “Out of my way. I’m taking what’s mine.”

      Sudden footsteps coming closer made me duck back inside the room. The last thing I needed was to be caught half naked wandering around a strange house by strange men I certainly didn’t recognize.

      Where the bloody hell was Vasile, and who actually owned this house? Was I an intruder?

      “No, you will not go in there. I’m under strict instructions to—”

      “Where is he?  Is he here? He swindled me out of my own home and I’ve come to settle this once and for all.”

      “He’ll be back soon and—”

      “Well, then, I’ll just take back what’s mine.”

      The footsteps drew closer to the door and I glanced around, wishing Vasile was here. Wishing at least somebody I recognized was here.

      Past the fireplace, there was a tall wardrobe that looked easily big enough for me to squeeze into, and I darted that way. As I did, a few trinkets from the mantelpiece fell with a crash, and a piece of paper floated down into the fire, instantly starting to crinkle on the edges as the flames licked at it. If I had more time, I would have stopped to poke it out with the metal poker, but instead I ignored it, darted for the wardrobe and slipped inside.

      “What was that noise, boy? Who’s in there?”

      “Nobody, Lord Barrington, I assure you. We’ve had some problems with mice—”

      The door clicked open and somebody stepped inside. I watched them through the tiny gap between the doors of the wardrobe. There was a man dressed in overly opulent finery, like he was trying to show off, and another that was dressed plainly but had a much kinder face.

      “See, my lord, nothing at all,” the kinder looking one said.

      “Then why, pray tell, is there a fire burning in the grate? Hmmm?”

      “I was asked to warm the room.”

      “Hmmm.”  I watched as he looked around with narrow eyes and I held my breath.

      “You don’t own anything here. You lost the manor to Mr. Greengallow.  You know that to be true and all its contents—”

      “Nonsense. I may have lost my house to him, but I never included its contents.”

      The kinder looking one let out an exasperated huff. “Please leave, or I’ll be forced to—”

      “Forced to what, boy?  Usher me out?  Look at you, you’re nothing.”

      “Lord, you should return when Mr. Greengallow is here.  His family will not take this sort of disrespect lightly. You are aware of his family…”

      The veiled threat seemed to make the man both angry and thoughtful at the same time.  After a long pause, he spun back towards the door and stomped from the room.

      “I will not take back what is mine today, but I will show Mr. Greengallow I was here,” he bellowed as he disappeared down the hall with the younger man following.

      “That’s not the way out!”

      “I know the way around my own house. I’m going to leave a message for Mr. Greengallow…”
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        * * *

      

      I waited for what felt like two or three hours inside the wardrobe. It could have been more, it could have been less, but I didn’t dare come out. I sat down on the empty floor, surrounded by nothing but wooden walls, and wondered whether any of this house legitimately belonged to Vasile.

      After all, what did I really know about him?  Maybe this wasn’t his manor after all.

      Either way, I decided, there was no point staying in the wardrobe any longer. No matter how long I’d been in there, Vasile had been gone for hours and didn’t seem to care one bit about my welfare.

      I was hungry, and I needed to get dressed.

      Slipping from the wardrobe, I padded across the room. The fire was burning low in the fireplace now, and whatever the piece of paper was it was long gone. I put on my nightdress, tying the ripped fabric in the center as best I could, then poked my head out of the door.

      “Hello?” I looked up and down the corridor, and stopped to listen, but there was nothing. “Hello? Is anybody there?”

      No answer. Nothing. Not a sound.

      Setting out with stomach grumbling, I found the kitchens and larder easily. The kitchen and pantry were in utter disarray.  Crocks were broken on the floor, sacks of sugar and flour spilled everywhere.  The food that had been there lay in ruins all over the kitchen. Apparently, this was the message Lord Barrington meant to leave for whichever Mr. Greengallow he’d been talking about. Whichever one of them had taken this place from him.

      With no palatable food left in the kitchen, I headed for the orangery and made off with an armful of small fruits, and made my way back upstairs. By now, the clouds had spread thickly over the midday winter sun and made the house feel not just darker but also colder.

      In the room next door to the one I’d woken in, I found a fireplace stocked with logs, as well as a box of matches. I built the fire back up in my room and snuggled onto the chaise lounge, wrapping myself in a soft afghan. It had been so long since I had experienced such luxuries that I felt almost guilty here, in this beautiful place, so snug and warm.

      But the longer I sat and considered the flames, the more the complexity of my situation weighed on me. I hadn’t stopped thinking about Vasile, not even for a moment. I knew that in many respects, he was something special. He took a huge risk to protect me, without even knowing me. The smallest gestures he’d made for me—putting on my socks and shoes, leaving a lit fire, even locking me in my room last night—were all such effortless displays of the fact that he did care, no matter how rough and tumble he might seem. And yet, I had to consider his family.

      God, his awful family.

      Though he was made of something much better than his brother, that Greengallow name still hung over him like a dark cloud. He was tainted. Men like that never lived long and I knew it; if I were to attach myself to him, I probably wouldn’t last long either.

      And worse still was the gambling. That vicious, insidious, life-upending vice. Thinking of the disaster Lord Barrington left in the kitchen.  Surely this was all over some debt, gambling or otherwise, and it all just felt so unsafe and unsteady.

      I glanced at the clock on the mantel, but it was long-since stopped; it probably hadn’t been wound in months, making me wonder yet again if Vasile truly owned this property.

      I knew this feeling all too well—of being left behind at home as the minutes ticked past. It had been just the same with my father; when he was with us, we were the center of his world. But once he was out on his own with a stack of chips in front of him, nothing else in the world mattered.

      And that was not a life I could endure, no matter how I felt about Vasile.

      My thoughts drifted to my father.  My mother.  Soon they would come to collect me and discover I was not at school.

      I took a segment of orange and savored it on my tongue, as I watched the flames dance before me. I had to find a way to push my feelings aside. Somehow. Some way.
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      As I crossed the courtyard to my parents’ quarter of the estate, the curtains on one of the second-floor windows parted, and my mother’s nurse wheeled her chair up to the glass.

      Though it had been just a day since I had seen her last, it made my fucking heart sink to see her looking even weaker and frailer. And yet, her smile was just as beautiful as ever. She waved to me, beaming. I gave her an exaggerated bow, smiling back up at her in return as another of her attendants pushed open the window.

      “Come and see me.”  Her voice was soft and I had to strain to hear.

      “I have some business with father.  I will try to come to you after.  You are looking as ravishing as ever.  Younger every day, mother.”

      “You were always the best liar.”  She fluttered her hand in a dismissive wave. “You men, always doing your business. Go on.  He’s so proud of you.  So pleased to have you back here with us. I pray every night you will stay.”

      I smiled, “You never know, mother.  But, it’s freezing, you should not be breathing this cold air.”

      “What does it matter? Fresh air, cold or not, is better than being stuck inside for the rest of my days.”

      “Take care of her.”  I eyed her nurse, who nodded, leaning down to whisper in my mother’s ear.

      She shook her head and frowned, but blew me a kiss and I returned it.

      “I will see you soon, mother.”

      And then her nurse wheeled her away, the attendant closing the window and letting the lace curtain fall back in place.

      The stables had been built in one corner of the courtyard, as a defense against attackers in the days when the Greengallow family were as likely to be at literal war with their enemies as they were to beat them at cards or threaten their business for protection money.

      The grooms knew me well enough not to stand on ceremony.

      I was a lot of things, but a spoiled son of a bitch most definitely wasn’t one of them. As I usually did, I waved over the old stable-master and took a few moments to ask him how things were with his family. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to let them know that they weren’t forgotten, and in turn I knew that led to my own mare being treated with the kind of care and kindness I’d treat her with myself.

      Once I’d checked on my horse’s well-being, I crossed past the old stone lions that my mother had bought when I was a kid. Snow covered, as usual, and with a chip in the ear of one from when Petre and I had been in one of our many rows and he’d thrown a rock.  Missing me, but hitting the lion.

      Being here always gave me the same mix of complicated fucking emotions. I’d grown to deeply dislike and disagree with our family business. But my childhood had been happy enough, I thought, until my mother got sick.

      Once that happened, everything changed, including my brother. But the business had been lucrative enough to give my mother the best care, the best nursing, and the most comfortable life possible. Life in the Greengallow family was bittersweet, no matter how you cut it.

      Walking into the main foyer, with its dark oak walls and rows of hunting trophies, I still felt like more of a visitor than someone who actually belonged. My brother had called me the prodigal son, and that was true enough.

      Years ago, my dad had given me the choice of joining him in business, or setting out on my own. I’d decided to do my own thing, and headed east to work with my mom’s brothers in importing gold and silver. It had been good, honest work and we raked in the money.

      Now, though, I was back. I hadn’t known how long I planned to stay when I returned. My dad had been making noises about me joining the family business for a long time, but I’d always said no. I wanted to remain in our own country, but still had business interests back east.

      But that was before I laid eyes on Valeria…and before my entire goddamned life changed, thanks to her.

      Now that I had her, I wasn’t going to let her go. No matter what Petre said or did, she was mine. If that destroyed our family, if it made sworn enemies of my brother and I, then so fucking be it. Except, I knew it would also destroy my mother, and that was something I would try to avoid at all costs.

      I knew one thing for certain, if I wanted to find any resolution that didn’t destroy our family, I’d be better off with my father on my side.
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        * * *

      

      “Is that you, my boy?” my father called out, coming out from his office, looking hopeful, like a big old bear emerging from hibernation.

      “Hello, father,” I said, extending my hand for a handshake.

      “My boy,” he said, pulling me in for a big hug. “A handshake? Hugs are for family.” He thumped my back with his hand as he embraced me, and I did the same.

      Though he was getting older, he was still just as big and strong as he’d ever been. A big lion of a man, my mother always said. And though I might be three inches taller and broader in the shoulders, he still made me feel like a little kid when he hugged me.

      “Come in,” he said. “Just dotting some Is and crossing some Ts.” He pulled back from the bear hug with a conspiratorial wink. Looking past his shoulder, I saw two familiar faces, though they’d also changed a good deal since I’d seen them last. “You remember the Popescu brothers,” my father said.

      Of course, I did. Total dickheads, the both of them. But now they were acting far less dickish than I remembered.

      They actually made eye contact, for starters. The older one went to the trouble of standing up and shaking my hand. And then the younger one did, too.

      Last I remember, these motherfuckers could hardly be trusted not to shiv a guy with his own goddamned knife. But here they were, sitting in chairs like civilized human beings, actually signing a contract—actually reading it.

      Some things had most definitely changed since I left. I glanced at the paper on my father’s big, walnut desk. The words deed and quarry popped off the page at me.

      Well, well, well. So the Popescues had finally agreed to sell. I wondered what my father had to do to get this to happen. Whatever it was, I knew it had been shrewd. My father knew how to walk that line between legitimacy and illegality in a way that my brother didn’t.

      Petre was a monster of his own making—if not for his last name, he’d probably already be either in prison or dead. My father, on the other hand, was a decent guy in a dirty business, and he wasn’t afraid to get dirty too, if it benefited his family and legacy.

      I looked at my father to say, Now how the fuck did you pull this off?

      He made his way over to the two of them, carefully positioning himself between them so that they couldn’t glance at one another. “Just sign here, and here, annnnnd…here,” he said, thumping his finger on the paper. Once the last line was signed, he beamed and clapped his huge hands together.

      “Done! Who wants vodka?”

      The Popescues were all over that plan, but I passed. The maid, Maria, brought me my coffee with a smile. I’d known her damned near my whole life. Yet another sign that my dad was a decent guy, at his core. His staff loved him and always had. As long as they were loyal.

      Three quick rounds of vodka shots later, my father sent the Popescu brothers off with friendly slaps of their meaty backs. He said goodbye to them in Praquean and Russian, and the strange pidgin that gypsies like the Popescues’ ancestors spoke, and then closed the door behind them as they left, turning to me with an even bigger smile.

      I eased myself down into one of the leather wingbacks that flanked the fireplace.

      “So what did you pull off there, exactly?”

      He eyed me, like he wasn’t sure if he should tell me.

      “That would be family business. And I thought you wanted nothing to do with that? Or…” He raised his eyebrow. “Did you change your mind?”

      Shrewd, like I said. “Out with it, Dad. What just happened?”

      “Might have caught the father in a bit of a compromising position with one of his young manservants,” he said softly, with a snicker. “He begged me not to tell his wife, and I’m no monster, son, you know that, but I might have leaned on him to persuade the family that their quarry was running short on profitability, and to sell quickly to the next person who offered them a decent price. Which, of course, was me.” He leaned in conspiratorially.

      I couldn’t help but laugh a bit, too. He was so overjoyed and his happiness was always contagious. “Those poor fuckers.”

      “They just sold me the cheapest copper and gold mine in the history of the world.”  He eyed me with a twinkle, holding the silence a beat longer than was necessary.

      “What?”  I asked, feeling an undercurrent of something else going on.

      “Why do you think I would figure out, while you are back here, a way to buy a mine we’ve wanted for so long? Rich in precious metals…”

      “Why?” I pretended to not catch on to his play.

      “You’re not that dumb, Vasile.  You know why. You probably even suspect I set up the father with the young boy servant. Now, I have a new mine, and need the expertise of someone that has thrived in that business.”

      I left it hanging there, knowing full well what he meant. He set it all up. I’d returned home upon my parents request to attend Petre’s wedding.  Now, all of the sudden, my father takes on a precious metals business. A business that was the height of my expertise…

      He smiled, letting it go for the moment, knowing I knew what he was up to.

      “Now, though. To other business. What brings you back, son? How can I help?”

      The true scope of what Valeria and I had done together—to each other, with each other—began to take shape for the first time. My father had sought legitimacy in a title for as long as I could remember. In one wild night of passion, I had set that whole dream ablaze.

      No regrets, though. Not a single fucking one.

      “You might want to sit down for this, Dad,” I said.

      “I’m alright,” he said, pouring himself another dash of vodka. “Not that old and weak yet!” He raised his glass.

      I inhaled slowly and I ran my hand down my stubble.

      “I’m serious. You better sit down.”
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      My father sat across from me in the pair of leather chairs that flanked the fire. He leaned forward, grabbed the poker from its hook on the hearth, and jabbed one of the logs. It broke in half and sent showers of sparks up the chimney.

      I looked at my father and thought about how exactly to put this. But I’d never been one to mince words. And this was no fucking time to start.

      “I wanted Valeria. So I took her for myself.”

      He furrowed his massive salt-and-pepper eyebrows and blinked a few times. His cheeks were flushed with the vodka shots. Or, shit, he might actually be blushing. A lot of crime bosses were womanizers, but my father most definitely wasn’t one of them.

      “Just to be clear. When you say took…” he said, trailing off.

      I glanced at him briefly, then stared into the fire. Took her hard, took her long, took her deep. Took her because I needed her, wanted her, had to fucking have her.

      “When I say took, I mean took,” I said.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my father clearly trying to suppress a smile. Trying and failing. Failing badly. But he wasn’t being creepy about it. He seemed genuinely tickled by the situation.

      He folded his hands over his stomach. “And her…” my father trailed off, searching for the word. I knew what he was looking for—virginity, chastity, purity. Some nonsense like that. I couldn’t imagine him saying any of them, and he didn’t, because finally he asked: “Is she like she was when last I saw her?”

      I turned my eyes to him and shook my head. “Definitely not.”

      “And,” my father inhaled thoughtfully. “Are you?”

      Fuck no, I wasn’t the same. I’d been away from her for all of four hours and I was fucking aching to see her again. Last night, everything had changed.

      Completely. Forever.

      “Definitely, definitely not the same as I was. I’ll never be the same again,” I said.

      He spun his crystal glass of vodka slowly in his hand, serious again now, the smile replaced with a frown.

      “I can’t honestly say I blame you. She reminded me very much of your mother when I first met her. All full of fire, but with the kindest heart. Not to mention beautiful.”  He held his glass up, then took a sip.

      To hell with beautiful. She was heaven-sent. A goddess on earth. “Tell me about it.”

      “But you’ve gotten us in the shit now, son. Your brother is going to be furious. I should be furious. Truth is, I am furious, despite it all.  You’ve interfered with my plans.  Our family’s plans. I had plans for that girl. Things that are in motion. Do you know what having a royal title does for this family? It raises us. It brings us new clients and new opportunities. Had you come to me and told me what you were going to do, perhaps we could have made a compromise of some kind with your brother so he could save face, but now I’m going to have a damned hard job persuading him that he should still marry her and produce children, knowing…” He cleared his throat, then finished, “where she’s been and with whom. So then. What’s the plan, my boy? How do you make this right with us? Or didn’t you think that through, before you took her for yourself?”

      His anger was always like this. Even when we were children, he didn’t beat us or shout or simmer. He asked us questions, made us think about what we’d done and what we’d do differently given the chance. Clearly I hadn’t thought about anything except getting my goddamned hands on her. But now that I had, the idea of letting her go was abhorrent to me. Setting my coffee down, I rubbed my face hard enough to see stars behind my eyelids.

      “Short of sending Petre to Siberia, I’ve got no fucking clue. I barely slept. All I can think about is her. But if he so much as looks at her, Dad, I’ll fucking kill him. I swear to God. And I won’t be sorry about it.”

      He carefully picked a piece of lint off of his woolen trousers and flicked it toward the fire.

      “As plans go, my boy, that’s a pretty shitty one. So, just so that we’re clear, if your brother was willing to overlook her transgressions, you still wouldn’t allow this marriage to go ahead?”

      “Fuck, no. No chance.”

      “Then it seems to me that you’ll have to accept your fate. I may be the nominal head of this family, but even if I wanted to, I can’t protect you from your own stupidity.”

      Even though I was well into my thirties, he could still make me feel like I was a little kid. Annoyed the hell out of me. But he had a point. We might be the most powerful crime family in Praque, but if I was allowed to get away with what I’d done, it would be easy to call us weak.

      “There’s another option,” I said, ready to play my trump card, and raised my eyebrow. The twitch at the corner of his mouth said he understood.

      He rose from his seat, and walked the length of the room to look out the window, onto the snow-tipped branches of the pine forest beyond.

      “You know the old saying, son. If I scratch your back…” he said, and turned to face me, beaming.

      He’d always wanted me back in the business with him, and he was about to get his wish.

      “Exactly my thinking.”

      “Welcome home,” my dad said, and raised his glass in a toast.

      “Thank you, Father.  But, now, I need you to do something for me…”

      His eyes darkened but he threw back his drink and nodded.

      “I need you to get a message to Valeria’s family.  Let them know, there’s been a change of plans. We’ve already picked up Valeria, she is with the bridal party in preparation for the wedding.  They will protest, but they will do as you ask, knowing the consequences otherwise. Tell them it’s what Petre and the family decided was necessary after her somewhat abrupt and impolite departure last night.  Tell them something about making sure their collateral didn’t disappear…”

      “Very well,” he agreed.

      “I need some time,” I said.

      “I’ll do what I can.”

      “And, keep this from Petre. He has eyes and ears everywhere with his spies.”  I cleared my throat, then finished. “I need one more thing…”

      “Son, enough—”  He shook his head but I cut him off.

      “A priest. One we can trust.”
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      “I can’t stay long,” I said, leaning down to kiss my mom’s forehead. She looked paler than the last time I’d seen her, but perhaps that was just the lighting. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better for seeing you.” She waved her hand. “Don’t fuss over me, I never was one for accepting fate. Illness be damned, the devil will have to drag me kicking and screaming if he wants to take me from the world anytime soon.”

      I snorted a laugh. She might only have been a Greengallow by marriage, but she certainly had our temperament. Her own family weren’t exactly saints though, nor were they mild wallflowers. When my father married, it wasn’t just convenience, it was the love of a woman who gave as good as she got.

      “Where’s your ring?” I asked as I sat in the chair opposite hers, taking her hand in mine.

      “Pfft. That thing gets bigger by the day, keeps slipping off my finger. It’s in the box by my bed.”

      I nodded. “I thought perhaps you’d given it to Petre for his wedding.”

      Her eyes lit up with a smirk. “Don’t think just because I’m old and can’t easily get out of my rooms, that I don’t have eyes and ears in this house, Vasile Greengallow. You won’t convince me that you’re happy for this marriage to go ahead. Neither am I, and I won’t have the wedding ring given to me by my husband being used to shackle a girl into a loveless marriage with a slimy eel like your brother.”

      My jaw nearly hit the floor at her words. I’d never heard her speak about Petre that way.

      “Oh, don’t give me that look. I love Petre, of course I do. He was my baby boy once. But he’s not a good man, and I don’t mean in the same way as your father or even your grandfather. Petre has a wickedness to him that goes deeper than either of them, he’s crueler. It’s less about business and more about enjoyment.” She waved her hand. “Enough talk of him. I want to know about you. I see something in your eyes.  Maybe you have someone that should be wearing that ring…”

      “Mom.”

      “What? Old ladies who are weak and infirm like to talk. Who is she?”

      “I didn’t say there was anyone.”

      “Yes, you did. Not with your words, but with your eyes, you did. So, tell me who she is.”

      “I can’t.”

      Her eyes sparkled and a thin smile pulled at the corner of her lips. “Oh, how delicious. Keep your secrets. It’s what you’ve always done, but a mother knows what she knows.  I see love in your face, Vasile. You should take that ring.”

      “What? No, I can’t. Mom, you don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “I know perfectly well what I’m saying. Have you told your father?“ She paused for only the briefest moment before nodding. “Of course. That’s good. He wants you to be happy.”

      “I need to go.”  I tried once more to leave without the ring but she would not have it.

      “You take that ring, or you’ll break my heart.”

      I sighed, nodding, and stood, kissing her on the forehead again before I went to retrieve the ring. If my father was as stubborn as a mule, she was more like a mountain. Arguing was pointless once she’d made up her mind.
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      The hours ticked on; I finished my oranges; I used up almost all the logs in the stack. The early dusk of winter dimmed the enormous rooms of the chilly manor house. And with each minute that passed, I got more and more furious.

      How dare he dash off to wherever he’d gone, leaving me here alone and wondering? As far as he knew, I was still in his bedroom with nothing but water and a fire that by now would have burnt out without the extra logs I’d found for myself.

      What an absolute jerk. He hadn’t left me a morsel to eat, hadn’t told me a thing. I never thought of myself as some spoiled-rotten princess, but whatever my title, whatever my background, I knew without question that I deserved better than this.

      Huffing to myself, I considered the possibilities. The first option was dreadful. A Greengallow family conspiracy. Maybe he’d left me here for his brother to come get later, when it suited him, just in case I decided to run off before my father could collect me. For all I knew, this manor house might even belong to Petre—when those two men had come into the bedroom they’d said Mr. Greengallow, but they had failed to mention which one. Tomorrow was supposed to be my wedding day, after all, so maybe it was all just some disgusting scheme between the two of them. Maybe some sick family tradition.

      Pacing back and forth, I knew in my heart that wasn’t true. Couldn’t be. No way. What we’d shared last night was real. His hatred for his brother was also real. This wasn’t some long-game ploy to hand me over to Petre.

      I prayed it wasn’t, anyway.

      So the other option was that he’d left me, planning to be gone just briefly, but had gotten roped into something. He wasn’t a part of his family’s business; I knew that much. So probably it was a card game, as I’d feared. Envisioning some smoke-filled room with five burly guys ruining their families, one stack of chips at a time, I huffed and stamped on the floor, even as I considered the last—and worst—possibility.

      Standing there in such luxurious surroundings, I almost couldn’t bring myself to face it. But it had to be thought through. It could have happened to him. Something terrible. A riding accident, an avalanche, some twisted crime-family vendetta that had ended up with him dead in an icy ravine somewhere, bleeding and alone.

      The thought of that, of his being injured or worse, rattled me right down to my very core. I let my head drop. Gambler though he was, inconsiderate though he might be, I had to face the truth that I wanted him; I was drawn to him. I had to have him. And thinking back to last night made my heart actually throb.

      Heavy footsteps made my heart shoot into my throat, wondering if the men from earlier had returned and were possibly on their way to find me and turf me out into the cold as a squatter. But what could I do except exactly the same as I’d done before? I dove for the wardrobe and slipped inside.

      And I didn’t have to wait long.

      “Daniel?” Vasile’s powerful voice carried to me before I saw the door flung wide, his muscle-bound form filling the doorway. “Valeria?” He lowered his voice as he added, almost to himself, “Where the hell are they?”

      My heart soared at seeing him, and I flung the wardrobe door wide, seeing his surprise as I spilled out into the room and flung my arms around him. Despite everything, I was ecstatic at seeing him alive and well.

      “Aren’t you a little old for hiding in wardrobes?” he asked, holding me by the shoulders.

      “I’m so glad you’re not dead in a ravine,” I told him, and a lop-sided grin spread over his face.

      “Why would I be…? Where’s Daniel?”

      “I have no idea who that is,” I told him. “All I know is, I woke up here, all alone and with nothing to eat, and then there were two strange men and—”

      “Two strange men? Who were they?” His eyes narrowed in concern. “I left Daniel here to take care of you, he should have given you anything you asked for. And I left a note, there on the mantel.  Did you not see it?”

      “Oh…” I suddenly remembered what had happened. “When the men came in I wasn’t dressed, so I hid in the wardrobe.  As I went by the fireplace, there was a paper that drifted down and was sucked in by the heat…”

      He huffed. “Who were these men? Did they hurt you?”

      I shook my head. “They came in, they were arguing about the house and the property and…I don’t know.  He called him something like Lord Burlington.”

      “Barrington?” His features darkened. “He was here?” Vasile started checking around the room, as if something might be missing, but finding nothing, he took me by the arm and led us from the room. “Daniel?” He shouted. “Where are you, man?”

      “So Daniel was supposed to bring me anything I needed?”

      “Yes,” Vasile said distractedly as he led us through the interior of the house, calling out to Daniel. “I left you instructions in the note how to find him and that I’d return in a few hours.”

      “I went looking for food, but…Barrington, he said he was leaving you a message before he left.  He destroyed the kitchen and any food that was there.”

      “What? Barrington, that fucker. He’s harmless, really, but a terribly sore loser.  Daniel, are you here?”  His voice echoed through the hall.

      There was a knocking sound from a closet as we passed, and Vasile stopped short.

      “In here, my—Vasile,” came a muffled voice from the closet.

      Vasile glanced around, and grabbed the nearest thing—a sword held by an empty suit of armor—and started bashing at the lock with it. It wasn’t quite as elegant as my own method of getting past locks, but it was effective. A few moments later, he had the door open and a disheveled man, who I recognized as the kinder looking one from earlier, almost spilled out into the hall.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      “Daniel, what the fuck? I left you with specific instructions to—”

      “I’m sorry.  I was trying to make him leave. When I grabbed his arm to turn him back toward the front entry, he spun around and slammed me in the head with...I’m not sure what.”  The man rubbed the side of his head. “I was dazed and I woke up in there, with the door locked.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, just my pride.”

      “Well, he trashed the kitchen. There’s no food.  Valeria hasn’t eaten all day.”

      “Sorry about that. I thought it better to keep her presence a secret than to call out for help, even if it was only Barrington.”

      Vasile nodded. “True enough. Do you have any food stashed away in your cottage? Otherwise one of us is going to have to make a journey to town.”
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      As Vasile entered the sitting room carrying a big tray of fruits, cheeses, dried meats, and wine my stomach groaned on cue.

      On an ornate carved mahogany table, he set the tray in front of me and knelt beside where I sat.

      “I really am sorry,” he said, his eyes so tender and kind. “I would never have left you without any food.”

      “You must take wonderful care of your staff.  For a member of the house staff to have such decadent food and wine.”

      “I show my gratitude for loyalty. In many ways. But Daniel is more than just a member of the household staff. Well, nonexistent household staff at the moment. When I discovered him, he’d been living on the streets most of his life, breaking into the houses of the rich and taking just enough to get by. Unfortunately, he got caught in the house of a magistrate and was going to be put to death. I gave him a different option, broke him out of jail and sent him back here as my eyes and ears. He’s more than proven himself worth the effort. Without him, I wouldn’t have this place, for starters. You can trust him, today and always.”

      Either from the chill in the air, or from the emotion coursing through me, I shivered hard and gripped my arms. Vasile took note, grabbed an afghan from the settee and draped it around me, sweeping my hair aside, and then sat down on the floor.

      “I will get you some clothes tomorrow. You can’t be running around in this cut open nightdress for the rest of your days.”

      I giggled, looking down, realizing how unkempt I must appear, and yet also taking note I didn’t care.  I felt right with Vasile, although it felt strange having this big beast of a man sitting below me. And yet, I didn’t mind. He kept one of his huge hands on my thigh in a sturdy, possessive grip. With his other hand, he took a candied fig from a simple pottery bowl and held it up for me to eat from his fingers.

      “I can feed myself,” I said, a rush of shyness at the affectionate gesture.

      “Sure you can,” he said, with eyes twinkling. “But I won’t let you.”

      Feeding me the fig, he pressed the tip of his thumb to my lips.

      When I took it from him, I sucked on his thumb for a little longer than was necessary. My clit responded instantly to the taste of his skin, the smell of his leather riding gloves. Musky and manly and utterly delicious.

      He fed me cheeses and meats, taking some for himself as we ate in silence, enjoying the flavors and the simple act of nourishing ourselves.

      After a few moments, I slid down on the rug beside him in front of the fire. He positioned himself so that my folded legs fit neatly inside the gap he left for me between his. Against my ankle, I felt the unmistakable heat and warmth of his cock and balls, resting on the fabric of his pants.

      I glanced down at his groin when I was sure he wasn’t looking, feeling flushed and turned on by the realization that clearly, his pants had been custom made to make extra room for how big he was. It was all I could do to stop myself from moaning into my glass of wine.

      Sitting there, we ate and talked. We got to know each other in a way that our wild passion hadn’t allowed us to before. I learned about where he had been for the last handful of years, and he learned about my life, about the shameful sort of privileged poverty that I’d tried so hard to hide from everybody.

      But not from him. We talked about our fathers, his so much more successful and so different from mine, and about our mothers. About that particular ache of a mom who is unwell and suffering, and how much we wished we could help.

      Guilty as well, that we were missing out on a certain care they were unable to provide.

      Being there with him, it felt like home.  More so than my own in a way. With every comfortable moment in his company, I felt myself falling harder and faster for him. It wasn’t just that I could love him. Watching him there, talking to me, staying close and attentive, I realized I already did love him.

      That thought closed my throat in its own conflicted terror.

      I felt like I was being swept away, losing my internal sense of what was best for me and my situation. A sailor adrift in an unfamiliar ocean. I knew I was being irresponsible.  So many things were swirling around in my life and I sat here as though none of it was real.  How easily we deceive ourselves sometimes.

      He had a power over me, an indefinable strength, that I’d never felt around another person; I knew in my heart that if he asked me to do something, I would to it. Anything. Everything.

      Whatever it was, my answer would be yes.

      And I was petrified. The feelings in my heart put me on the defensive, and before I knew it, they’d made me lash out without thinking.

      “If you ever abandon me like that,” I said, “I will never speak to you again. Be a good boy, or I’ll take all this,” I waved a hand to indicate myself, “away from you.”

      As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I kicked myself for saying them. But the words were already out there, hanging between us. And there was no way for me to take them back.

      “Excuse me?” he said, flashing with that dominant anger I’d seen in his eyes now more than once.

      I was too afraid of the look in his eye to say anything else. My cheeks burned hot with embarrassment at the outburst in a moment that should have been left alone. But also with fury. Because I really did mean what I said. Even if I shouldn’t have said it.

      He didn’t speak either, but instead pushed the table aside and then planted his hand on my sternum, heavy and foreboding, forcing me onto my back on the floor.

      The V of his hand pressed into my throat, and I felt my own heartbeat ricocheting back at me. With his other hand, he slid my nightdress up my body, rough and intense. Then he placed one knee on either side of my hips and let me take some of his weight.

      “Don’t you fucking pick fights with me, Princess,” he said.

      Glancing down, I saw his erection pressing hard against his pants. So hard, in fact, that I could make out the outline of its thick shaft and broad head.

      “Sorry,” I whispered, looking up at his face. The flickering fire highlighted the strong angles of his jaw and cheeks.

      He was so exquisitely handsome it was almost hard for me to stare too closely; like looking straight into an eclipse. But when I glanced away, he shifted his hand to pinch my jaw more tightly, forcing me to look back up at him.

      Once again, I felt that fear—of getting too close, of getting my heart broken, of being left alone and forgotten. But instead of pulling back from my fear, I let myself go towards it. I allowed myself to feel my deepest desire—to please him, to obey him.

      To listen and learn.

      To trust.

      And when I did that, I felt myself relax. I let my heart open to him.

      Even though I hadn’t said a word, it was as if he could feel that shift inside me. He caged me in with his massive arm to my left, and leaned down into me.  Full soft lips took possession of me and I melted into a feeling I should not.

      Hope.

      The longer the kiss went, the wetter I became. Once I was panting and pawing at his cock to free it from his pants, he pulled away from the kiss.

      Hitching up his hips, he yanked his pants halfway down his ass. I hooked my toe over the waistband to push them down his thighs.

      Then he positioned his cock right at my opening, and growled into my ear, “You fucking belong to me. And I’m going to prove it to you tonight.”
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      She had no right, no fucking right, to be so sexy and perfect—it made me hate her for it and love her even more.

      I unleashed all my power into her—all of it. I took her missionary, deep and hard, ramming my cock ruthlessly against her cervix. With every thrust, with every drive, I imagined shooting my hot seed into her cunt.

      Again and again and again. Her pussy was young and tight, and she got so goddamned wet for me that I could feel my orgasm coming up hard and fast. Though she was inexperienced, she rode the waves of instinct effortlessly.

      She was never timid; she was never shy. She was like a fucking wildcat. With one particularly ruthless drive, she dragged her fingernails down my back to make my entire goddamned body tense up.

      She’d drawn blood, I was sure of it… and that just made me wilder for her still.

      A spurt of pre-cum shot out of my cock inside her; tensing my ass, I kept the rest of my orgasm back, letting it build and build. But knowing that my cum was inside her just intensified my need to pound her even harder.

      “I want to fuck a baby into you,” I told her as I fucked her. “I want to spend my life knocking you up.”

      Arching her head back, she tipped her hips into me and roared up at the ceiling. “Va—sile…” She split my name across my pounding thrusts.

      “Come for me,” I ordered her. “Right now,” I said, punctuating my words with another ball-slapping drive into her pussy.

      The smell of her sweat and wetness was fucking intoxicating, all the more so because I knew that no other man would ever know her this way. She was mine. It was all for me. Now until the day I died.

      She’d pussy-whipped me so bad that it took me a few seconds to realize she hadn’t obeyed; she hadn’t even answered. Looking down at her, I saw a sparkle in her eyes, and that pissed me off all the more.

      “You will obey me.  You will do as I say, or else.,” I growled. “Do it. Now.”

      My direction had her cheeks blush and her eyelids dropped.

      “You fucking like that, don’t you?” I asked. “You like me angry with you.”

      “Yes,” she panted. “I don’t understand it, but yes, I do. So much. Too much.”

      “Good. But you’re forgetting the rules, Princess,” I said, pulling my cock out slightly so I could lift her knees towards her chest. “You do what I say. Don’t fight me. Submit to me. Right fuckin’ now,” I snarled.

      The sassy confidence evaporated just as soon as it had appeared. In its place, I saw fear. Real fear. I saw that innocent girl who was in over her head.

      This dance we were dancing would take time to perfect; it was my job to push her. And it was her job to be honest in return, just as she had been.

      “But don’t you dare flinch. Don’t be afraid of me.”

      She laughed a little, hanging on tight. “I am, though. That’s half the fun. But…”

      “Listen,” I said, slowing my pace, lingering there inside her with my shaft throbbing. “I know you can handle me. I spend my life holding back around everybody else. But I worship you. I want you to have all of me. I will not hold back.”

      “Good,” she whispered. “I don’t want you to. Doesn’t mean you don’t terrify me. Sometimes…”

      “Fear is good. Fear feeds the fire.”

      She paused before she answered. “Yeah?”

      “Fuck, yeah. And no matter how dirty I get when we’re doing this,” there I added a flex of my ass to drive into her deeper, but less intensely now, “I’m like a lion on the hunt. I can’t help myself. You turn me into an animal.”

      I felt her nod but she didn’t answer, not right away. Instead she clutched me close, not even letting me see her face.

      But she still hadn’t fucking obeyed me.

      “Give me that orgasm, Princess. Let me have what’s mine.”

      Rolling my hips, I kept my cock almost fully inside her, while focusing on my hips to make sure I gave her plenty of contact on her clit. As soon as I did, I felt her start to give in. A little whimper, a sweet little sigh, a change in the way her pussy fluttered against my throbbing dick inside her.

      Tenderness was what she needed now, and I found that I did, too. Though it was hard to admit to myself, being away from her had been fucking agony. But just because her softness disarmed me, it didn’t mean I wasn’t still her master. She owed me something and I was damned well going to collect.

      “One way or another,” I told her, keeping my voice low, “you’re coming for me.”

      Her moan of yes was dark and sultry.

      “I want to give you everything,” I told her. “I want to give you the fucking world. But first, you need to come on this dick, baby. You’re not going to get a goddamned thing from me until you give me that.”

      My words had an instantaneous physical effect on her. She shuddered in my arms and gasped. Then and only then did I feel her give in to me. At last.

      “Oh, God,” she moaned, letting me know she was getting close.

      Atta fucking girl. Still focusing on her clit, I gave her exactly what she needed, and goddamn… it was exactly what I needed, too. I loved this dance with her—this yin and yang, this ruthlessness and softness.

      Never in my life had I imagined finding this kind of bliss. Never had I expected to be so fucking happy. Never had I expected to find someone who could wrench my power from me, with nothing more than a glance. It was what I always needed. And here she was.

      Every ram of my hips got me closer and closer. As soon as I heard her and felt her turning the corner into her orgasm, I doubled down on my thrusts, feeling my balls swell with seed. She hung onto me tight, keeping us cheek to cheek.

      Her orgasm came this time not as a scream but as a sob, a sound so sexy and primal that it plunged me into orgasm like a goddamned starting pistol. I couldn’t have fought that need even if I’d wanted to. As strong as I was, I was powerless against that pussy of hers.

      As I came inside her, I knew that I was so far gone for her, I’d never be whole without her. I didn’t give a fuck what happened with our families. She was my most cherished possession. And I swore then and there, as I exploded inside her heavenly pussy, that I’d burn down the motherfucking world before I gave her up.
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      We lay there for a while in front of the fire, me embracing her from behind, her wrapped up safe in my arms. As the fire began to burn low, I worried that she’d catch a chill. But also I had a surprise for her. I rolled my body away from hers, covered her up, and put another log on the fire as I stoked the embers with the poker.

      “Sorry I told you that… earlier,” she said softly. “About, you know…when you first got back.”

      Hearing the cringe in her voice made me smile, but I kept my face away from her so she couldn’t see me.

      “You call me a ‘good boy’ again and you will understand a new meaning to punishment,” I said, keeping my voice stern. Gutsy as fuck, her talking to me like that. Truth be told, I loved her for it. But that didn’t mean I wanted to get her thinking she could act like that often. Eyeing her cold over my shoulder as I added another log, I said, “Never again.”

      She swallowed hard. “Understood.”

      Once the fire was roaring, I walked naked across the library and picked up my jacket. I heard her inhale sharply, and she popped up from the blankets and scattered pillows now on the floor.

      “I’m not leaving.” I told her, and searched my pockets for what I was after. I found it in the inside pocket and held it up for her to see.

      “My cigarette case!” she said, “I thought it was lost for sure!”

      I popped it open for her and handed it over. “I stopped by my father’s estate today. I told you I would find it for you.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You saw your father today?”

      “Yes. There were urgent things we needed to discuss.”

      “And Petre?”

      I tried to act casual, but even the mention of his name made me nauseous. “I saw him briefly.”

      “Does he know about us?”

      “Not yet. But when he does, I will protect you, Valeria. You have my word.”

      She kept her eyes on mine, sizing me up, then nodded and looked down at the case in her hands.

      “What sort of things did you discuss?” she asked, a tight worry in her voice. “With your father, I mean.”

      “Things. Things that will protect you, and me.  Things for us. That’s all I want to say right now. There is more to it, but until things are settled, leave it at that.”

      There was a long pause. She kept her eyes on mine, waiting for more, but I kept silent and after a few more deep breaths, she softened, leaving the subject alone for now.

      “Thank goodness you found it,” she said, with a happy flush in her cheeks. She rose up on her knees, naked and sex-ravaged. I’d marked her shoulder with a greedy bite mark, and already bruises were forming on her hips from where I’d gripped her as we fucked. Tucking her feet beneath her, she popped open the small clasp. “Want one?”

      “I’ll share yours,” I told her, and lay down beside her on the rug to watch her.

      She had a particular dark sexiness when she lit her cigarette, and having it in her hand made her bolder right away. With a few graceful shifts of her knees and body, she straddled me there in front of the fire. Her spread pussy pressed into my abs, and my half-hard cock sprang to life instantly.

      “Fuck,” I said, letting the inside of my elbow cover my eyes.

      She was so fucking sexy, it had to be a dream. It just had to be. I tried to force myself to wake up, but there she was when I opened my eyes, taking a long draw of the dark cigarette, letting her eyes flutter shut with the pleasure of it as the sweet smoke trailed out of her nostrils.

      She passed it over to me, watching me now, and letting her golden honey curtain of hair fall over her shoulders, the loose curls tickling my pecs.

      Handing the cigarette back to her, I exhaled and watched her take another draw. She closed her eyes luxuriously, and plucked a stray bit of clove off of her tongue, flicking it aside with her thumb and ring-finger.

      Every goddamned thing about her was perfect. Everything.

      “I love you,” I said. The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. But as soon as I said them, I knew they were the God’s honest truth.

      Her eyes popped open in surprise that quickly gave way to a seductive stare from behind her thick, sexy eyelashes. The green of her eyes darkened as her pupils dilated and I waited.

      It was mere seconds I’m sure, but in my heart it was a hundred years.

      “I love you, too.”

      I exhaled in relief.

      I tucked one arm behind my head so I didn’t have to crane my neck to watch her. The scent of her pussy was distracting as fuck, all the more so because I could see my own cum dripping out of her, like milk-white honey.

      “But I do worry,” she said, blowing smoke off to the side. Her expression had become more serious—her eyes were harder, the set of her teeth firmer. “About the gambling.”

      Of all the times to have this conversation, she picked the one when her pussy lips were resting on my chest. Manipulative little brat. I growled at her as I took the cigarette from her fingers to have another draw.

      “Nothing to worry about.”

      She didn’t look convinced. “I saw you at that poker table, Vasile. You’ve got the itch. And that terrifies me.”

      This—of all things—was not worth her getting worked up over. My brother, her fucking fiancée, was just this side of a goddamned serial killer and here she was busting my balls about poker.

      “I’ve got it handled. I never bet more than I can spare. I know when to walk away from a table.”

      Valeria eyed me with doubt. I could see she didn’t believe me. It made me angry to think that the men in her life had treated her so badly that she had this mistrust of everything. It was something I would have to change, with kindness and with punishment as necessary. She had to learn that I would never let her down, and I would never give her reason to doubt me. She needed to be content with that safety.

      “I’m not your father, Valeria.”

      “I never said you were,” she said, softening a little. But not much. “It just pisses me off that you can’t see why I might have a problem with gambling,” she said, getting worked up. “The only reason I’m—we are in this position, Vasile, is because of gambling. I won’t tolerate it. No way.”

      She offered me another draw, but I passed. It wasn’t very often that someone called me out on something. But a part of me liked it. A part of me enjoyed the claws coming out. All this talk could wait. I needed to be inside her and I needed it now. So I glanced down at her dripping-wet pussy and ran my hands up her creamy curves.

      “Seems to me that you’re pretty happy about being in this position.”

      She stubbed out her cigarette and tossed it into the fire. When she turned back to me, she was fighting a sly smile that threatened to break out over her swollen cherry red lips. “You’re a cocky bastard sometimes, you know that?”

      Somehow, I felt her words in my bones, in my dick, and even in my heart all at once.

      Christ, what was this woman doing to me? Every fucking time I felt like I had the upper hand, she flipped it around on me. But still, if she thought she was going to be the boss of me, she better think again.

      “This is how it’s gonna go: You’re either gonna take all of me, or none of me. And that look in your eyes right now says you’d rather take none.”

      She didn’t even flinch. She met me right where I was—anger to anger, rage to rage. Instead of shrinking from me, instead of saying it was all a misunderstanding or some wishy-washy shit like that, she said nothing.

      Then, very slowly, she slid her hand down my chest, shifted her weight to one side, and reached between her legs. This time, she gripped my cock hard. She was greedy as she placed me at her opening and slid down onto me.

      I arched my head back and growled as her tight, hot walls clenched around me.

      Once she had me positioned inside, I took her face by the jaw and said, “No more talking.” And then pressed my palm over her mouth and instructed her on how to ride me.

      Fuck almighty, how she rode me.
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      The morning of what was supposed to be my wedding day dawned frozen and crystal blue. Every bare branch sparkled with ice, as if candied with sugar.

      Bundled up in a fur jacket and wearing riding breeches and boots that Vasile and I found in a packing trunk, I stood outside the manor house, helping him tack up the horse. I tightened the second of the two billets on the saddle unevenly, but my mind was so distracted that I stood there blankly, staring at the mismatched buckles, letting my mind drift and drift.

      Vasile stepped in patiently to help me. Stepping back to let him get things squared away, I looked out at the horizon, letting my worried thoughts run wild.

      Vasile assured me that word had been sent to my parents about a change of plans, that I was safe and secure in the Greengallow family home, being readied for the nuptials.  He said his father had played the villain, letting them know the family was put off by my feigning illness the other night in order to leave, and they wanted to be sure I was going to keep up my father’s end of the bargain.

      I was sure this caused both my parents some distress, but it was far better than the alternative. My father showing up to retrieve me from school and I’m nowhere to be found.  This way, we had some time. Not much, but hopefully enough.

      A clear single toll of a chapel bell down in the valley reminded me that it wouldn’t be long before the wedding guests began arriving. Petre and I weren’t to be married nearby, though; it had all been planned for the Coronation Cathedral, where royals always married, with its pealing bronze bells and gold-gilt ceiling, where strange Byzantine saints look down on the parishioners, judgmental and skeptical.

      There would have been no way to stop the guests from coming as planned. Messages traveled slowly during this time of year; carrier pigeons couldn’t stand the cold and the riding was hard going in the further flung corners of Praque.

      In a handful of hours, I imagined my relatives and friends stepping out of their carriages, stretching aching legs, and my poor family having to explain that no, the bride isn’t here. No, we don’t know where she is. And yes, she was always a willful girl. But we never expected her to do this.

      Inhaling hard, I let the freezing air sting my lungs. Up above, a hawk circled, diving and spiraling to catch its unsuspecting prey. Usually, I was in awe of hawks on the hunt, but not today. Today it nearly made me sick to my stomach to watch. That ruthlessness was admirable in a bird, but terrifying to consider in Petre Greengallow.

      “When he realizes I’ve stood him up, he’ll hunt me down himself,” I said. “We should have just called off the wedding; saved him the humiliation.”

      “No.”  Vasile’s voice was thick with conviction. “We needed Petre to believe everything was still in place. If he knew, he would have tried to find you for sure. And me. But I’m not worried about myself. I wanted to do this the best way to keep you safe. My father didn’t agree, but I made him promise to keep everything as it stands. You have to trust me, remember?”

      Vasile turned to me, with dark eyes glistening in the cold air. He was more imposing and handsome than ever. He wore a huge, beautiful shearling coat that made his shoulders look even broader, and his thick-soled riding boots reminded me of something a warrior might wear.

      He looped the bridle over his horse’s neck and then took me in his arms. He was so big and warm, so protective and certain, that for an instant I believed that surely, he could stand between me and the rest of the world. Whatever was to come, he would protect me.

      But holding onto him tightly, I knew the truth. He was just one man. Strong and single-minded though he may be, there would be nothing either of us could do stop the tide that his brother would unleash on me. I was sure of it.

      “Tell me again,” I said, my voice muffled slightly by the shearling lining of his coat.

      His broad chest rose as he inhaled. I could tell he was losing his patience with me; if I’d asked him once, I’d asked him a hundred times. But if he was getting irritated, he thankfully didn’t let on. Instead he held me closer, shifting my hair aside, and leaning down close to my ear.

      “We ride for my father’s estate. Once we’re there, there’s nothing my brother can do to get to us. My father has our back, he’s on our side. We will sequester ourselves in a secret quarters in the dungeon of the estate.  Only my father will know where we are. He’s sent word to a priest. One loyal to my father who will not whisper a word to tip off anyone why he’s en route. We will be married by sundown.”

      It was the simplest of plans, but to me it seemed like a suit of armor that was held together by gossamer threads. I’d fought so hard to regain some semblance of control over my own life and destiny, but I had no more control over how all this was to unfold than if I were bound and blindfolded.

      It was hardly nine o’clock in the morning; so many things could happen between now and nighttime. So much could go wrong. And if it did, I would be ripped away from Vasile forever. I had already pleaded with Vasile a dozen times to just run away with me; we could book passage and head East, be married on a sugar-white beach in Mykos, and send for my parents after. But Vasile had told me he wouldn’t spend a life on the run with me, nor endanger my family by not being here to protect them. Not unless it was our last option to save our own skins.

      The hawk dove to make its kill, disappearing from view. I leaned back slightly from Vasile’s embrace and raised my eyes to his. He was smiling at me, looking as handsome and sexy as ever.

      The intense winter morning light allowed me to see the barest hint of a dimple on his left cheek, something that I’d never seen clearly before. I touched it softly with the pad of my thumb and then summoned up the courage to ask the question I hadn’t dared ask until now: “What did you do to get your father on your side in all this?”

      Vasile gave me a look that suggested that he’d rather not say.

      But now was no time for more secrets. Whatever the cost had been, I needed to know.

      “Please,” I said. “Please tell me. I do trust you, but this is my life too.”

      He pulled me close and placed a tender kiss to my forehead before saying, “I agreed to rejoin the family business.”

      He what? A wave of nausea made my knees buckle. It was as if he had punched me in the stomach. I was so shocked that it took me a moment to even name the emotion I was feeling. But soon enough I had it: betrayal, complete and total betrayal. I pushed my way out of his embrace and lifted my furious gaze to him, feeling as if I had traded one criminal brother for another. Theirs was a terrible, dangerous, ruthless business, and I knew it was no life for me. Not now and not ever. Not with Petre and not with Vasile either.

      I felt so blindsided and upended that I hardly knew what to say or how to say it. And so instead of trying to explain this wave of hurt and upset, I planted my hands on Vasile’s broad chest, pushed him away from me, and did what every animal would do when they felt trapped, scared, and in danger:

      I ran.
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      He pursued me through the forbidding winter gardens, close on my heels. I took a quick left and made a break for the untamed forests beyond, but he caught up to me, tackling me and pinning me face-down against a snow drift.

      The frigid ground stung my cheeks. As I clawed to get away, a layer of thawed and then refrozen snow dug painfully into my hands.

      “I will not be a part of this,” I half-sobbed into the snow, thrusting my elbow into his stomach.

      He groaned and released me just enough for me to get to my feet again. I was so close to being away from all this—all this fear, all this love, all this not being in control. I wasn’t ready for any of this. I hadn’t asked for it and I didn’t want it. And I was right there, on the brink of getting away—the deer about to get free from a wolf—but Vasile was too big and too strong, and in a single moment he had his huge arms around me, lifting me off the ground so that my feet had nowhere to go.

      Once again, the world began to close in—I could feel myself beginning to faint.

      Damn it, damn it, damn it.

      I sucked in big breath as Vasile’s huge arms gripped me tight. Fighting him with both hands and both feet, I did everything I could to make him let go so I’d fall to the ground and hopefully maintain my tenuous grip on consciousness.

      “Please, please, please,” I sobbed. “Stop. Please just leave me alone!”

      “Fuck almighty. Stop fighting me, Valeria. I saw you faint once. You don’t have to fucking demonstrate it again.” He planted his knees in the snow, lowering me to the ground, planting one hand on either side of my shoulders and staring down at me.

      Fighting back tears, trying my best to quell this wave of panic, of terror, of hope, of so much uncertainty, I clapped one hand over my mouth to stop myself from sobbing. I hated this feeling, this whirlwind of emotions, and I was desperate to pull myself together. But it was no use. The emotions were coming and there was no way to stop them. He searched my face with concern when he saw a trickle of tears spill down my cheeks.

      Vasile eased down onto me, letting my hips take some but not all of his massive weight. He brushed aside my tears. Though he was being tender, he still looked furious. And who could blame him? It had become nearly a daily occurrence that I either tried to bolt or fight him tooth and nail. Still, I wouldn’t apologize for it. He’d have done the same if our roles were reversed, I was certain of it. I never apologized to an opponent in fencing and I wouldn’t do it with him.

      Greedily, hungrily, he slipped one of his hands behind my head, keeping it off the snowy ground, and pulled me in for a kiss. But I was still so angry and upside down that even that was unwelcome, and I tried to shove him off of me, keeping my lips tight and my cheek turned.

      “Leave me alone!” I growled, clawing at him and kicking hard to get him away from me. “How dare you think you could just kiss me and make it all better!”

      He recoiled from my wild lunges and squirms just enough for me to open up my hand and connect ferociously with his cheek. The crack of my palm against his face rang out through the still forest air. The sting of the slap shocked me as much as it shocked him and he stared at me with a look in his eye that absolutely petrified me. So much anger, so much fury. So much need and love and hate.

      I saw something break loose inside him, like a beast being uncaged. With both hands he tried to yank down my britches and I fought him even harder, well aware of his powerful erection pushing into me though his pants. I could see in his eyes what he was thinking—I was his, and he was going to take me. By force if that was what it took.

      I froze, stuck between yes and no. Between wanting and fearing. The idea of him doing that, of him taking me against my will… it was almost too forbidden a thought to let my mind glide over. And yet, and yet…

      He hovered over me like an animal about to go in for the kill. My bare ass pressed against the snow. He was one tug away from my pants being completely off.

      “Don’t you dare!” I snarled at him, my shrieks echoing through the wintry air. “Don’t you dare!”

      For an instant, I didn’t know if he would listen to me. His hunger looked unstoppable. Ruthless and terrifying.

      The fire in his eyes made it clear that he didn’t know what he was about to do either. And I too was torn between wanting to be forgiven…softly.

      Or punished. Violently.

      But suddenly he took a deep, steadying breath. That wild danger that I’d seen in him dissipated, just slightly, and he shifted his weight so he sat up more fully on his knees, putting some distance between us. He let go of my britches and pressed his hands to his face.

      “You make me fucking crazy,” he said into his palms.

      “Not as crazy as you make me,” I said. “Gangster. Mobster.”

      Disentangling his body from mine, he yanked my pants back up and brought me back up to sitting, helping me to slowly get my head back up above my heart. Then, after a moment, he helped me up to standing as well. Keeping his arm tight around me, he led me back through our scuffed tracks toward where his horse stood. From his saddle bag, he took a length of rope and turned to me. The muscles of his jaw flexed and fluttered impatiently.

      “When you have my ring on your finger, then are you going to stop fighting me so goddamned much?”

      Setting my teeth, I stared up at him. “Probably not.”

      “Listen. I’m re-joining the business, yes, but things are going to change.  That was my condition.  My father wants the same things I do. I’m going to put a stop to the less savory parts of the business.  It will take time, but Jesus, again Valeria, trust me, will you?  I will do what’s right and best for us. For my family.”

      “What about Petre? He’s just going to all the sudden be a law abiding citizen?”

      “Don’t worry about Petre. With my father behind me, he will fall in line, or we will take care of making sure he does.”

      “I don’t know, Vasile.”  I glared at him, unsure, but in my core I believed what he was saying. “Okay, I trust you.”

      I watched him exhale a sigh of relief.

      “Promise me. Because, honest to fuck, Valeria, I love this side of you but I can’t be worried about losing you all the motherfucking time. It’ll make me insane.”

      That, at least, made sense to me. Every time I ran, I was making him question how I felt about him, which wasn’t what I wanted. Not at all. And so I looked him in the eye and nodded.

      “I’ll stop running. I promise. But I can’t guarantee I’ll ever stop fighting.”

      His growl of approval came from deep in his chest.

      “Good,” he said sharply. “But just in case you change your damned mind, we’ll do this.” He grabbed both my wrists in one hand and held the length of rope in the other.

      When I realized he was about to bind me, I gasped. “Do you really think that’s necessary?”

      “Yep. I really fucking do.” With quick, deft gestures, he wound the rope around my wrists. Yanking the ends of the cord tight, he then grabbed me by the hips and hoisted me up onto his horse. I felt slightly off balance there in the saddle, but by pinching my legs a bit, I found my center of balance again.

      Vasile looked up at me, narrowing his eyes slightly, before reaching into his saddle bag once more. From there, he produced a small jewelry box, which he held out toward me. I blinked hard, trying to piece together if I was really seeing what I thought I was seeing. With a flick of his finger, he popped the box open. And there, nestled in dark red velvet, sat the biggest diamond ring I had ever seen in all my life. In the center sat a massive diamond, as big as an acorn, flanked by equally massive diamond baguettes.

      “It was my mom’s,” he said, pulling it out from its soft cradle with his big rough fingers. “But now it’s yours.”

      Then he slipped that big, beautiful, breathtaking diamond on my ring finger. And smiled at me a bit, while at the same time shaking his head in simmering frustration.

      I opened my mouth but no words would come.  Vasile leaned down, his lips on the shell of my ear.

      “Trust me, my love.  Remember, you agreed to trust me.”
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      We rode hard through the forest, with me riding behind her in the saddle. Though Valeria wasn’t aware of it, I had Daniel following behind us at a distance of about a quarter mile or so, just in case we needed backup.

      He was no soldier, but he knew how to stay unseen and he was quick with a blade, and more to the point I trusted him with my life. And hers. I had plans to bring him on board with the business once I took over, to help me steer it back in a more legitimate direction, as I explained to Valeria.

      Once we were married, and I was the head of the family, it would take a man braver than my brother to come for us. But until then, we were in danger. The snow had drifted since last I rode this stretch, blocking certain parts of the bridle paths. Keeping Valeria safe in my arms, I maneuvered around the drifts and into the windswept forest itself. The winter-black poplar trunks streaked past, as their branches creaked and groaned above.

      Near the river, my mare drew up short, annoyed by our breakneck speed, thirsty and frothy in spite of the cold. Rather than push her through it, I let her slow to drink and eat some of the sparse grasses that poked out from the snow at the river’s edge. She’d need all her strength to get us all the way to my father’s house as fast as I needed her to go. Once we were there, I knew Valeria would be safe. My father, his power, respect and guards would assure it. And then we’d be married and there wouldn’t be a single goddamned thing Petre could do to get between us.

      A far away whinny made my mare prick her ears. Valeria turned to face me, looking worried.

      With a glance, I warned her not to say a fucking word, just in case it wasn’t Daniel.

      I shifted my reins to my left hand and tightened my embrace around her, slipping my free hand around her stomach, with my thumb tucked between her breasts from below. Her heartbeat pounded hard against my palm, telling me she wasn’t just worried. She was fucking terrified.

      Pulling on the bit, I pulled my mare away from the water, and then turned her around. But no sooner had she started to make our way back to the path than the rumble of fast-approaching hoofbeats made her freeze in her tracks.

      In my arms, Valeria stiffened, every muscle tightening with fear. It was difficult for me to figure out which direction the hoofbeats were coming from...Unless they were coming from every goddamned direction at once.

      They were flanking us from all sides.

      “Fuck,” I hissed, giving my mare a ruthless kick with both heels. Whatever was about to happen, it wasn’t going to be good.

      A sudden roar of brutal blood-thirsty shouts sent my mare whirling with confusion, but I knew that fucking sound. It was my brother’s goddamned goons—vodka-soaked, drugged, and going berserk.

      They rushed us like wolves, all of them mounted and armed. I did everything I could to keep us in the saddle, but my mare was too fucking spooked to control. She half-reared once and we stayed on, but as a big male stallion, wild eyes and snorting, rushed her from the flank, she reared up even higher, sending both me and Valeria flying backwards.

      I broke her fall, and we landed hard together on the frozen forest floor. The bare branches spun above me and I blinked off the pain in my head. But before I could even sit up, before I could think what the fuck to do next, I saw the face I most detested, staring down at me from above.

      Petre.

      His men might be drugged and drunk out of their minds, but he wasn’t. In his eyes I saw that cold clarity that I’d seen so often—way the fuck more dangerous than any liquor or drug.

      He smiled down at us and cracked his knuckles. The first time I’d ever seen him look like that I was five, when he’d been fighting me for that goddamned fishing pole. When the hook had gotten lodged right below my eye, he’d looked at me exactly like he was looking at us now.

      Pure fucking evil.

      I glanced around at his men and saw that they’d be no help to me now. They might’ve been on my side during that poker game and during our scuffle the next day, but that was before he’d pumped them full of their drugs of choice. Now, they were his dogs and he was their master, and there wasn’t a thing I could do to break through that wall.

      Fuck.

      Petre grabbed a hold of Valeria, yanking her off me. As I fought to stand up, with the forest still spinning, she went at him with everything she had—clawing and screaming, kicking and elbowing, but one of his human hounds stunned her with a sucker punch to the temple that quieted her screams and disoriented her enough for them to restrain her even more.

      “You motherfucker,” I said, launching myself at my brother from behind.

      But before I could even get a solid punch in, one of his hounds came at me from behind my periphery, body slamming me hard back into the forest floor and pinning me down with a boot on my throat.

      Petre seized Valeria by the hair and hauled her off toward his horse. There wasn’t a fucking chance, not a fucking chance, I was letting him take her from me now. I snatched my hunting knife out of my boot and plunged it into the meatiest part of the calf of the man pinning me down.

      But as I did, nothing happened. Nothing at all.

      It was fucking surreal, like being in a nightmare. There was my knife, buried up to the hilt in his calf. But he was so high, so fucked up on some new drug my brother must have concocted for just this purpose, that he hadn’t even flinched. Instead, he stared down at the trickling wound like it belonged to someone else completely.

      Fascinated. Mesmerized.

      “What the fuck?” I said, plunging my knife into a different place, with the exact same reaction.

      My brother laughed a little, a slippery little hush from his nose that sounded more reptilian than human.

      “Black henbane,” he said. “And a little something else. I have to keep some secrets, you know. I put it in that disgusting fucking Turkish coffee they like. Magic, isn’t it?”

      Fucking horrifying is what it was. They were like wild animals without the sense that an animal should have. I landed a brutal kick to the balls of the one holding me down, and lunged for Valeria. But I’d hardly gotten to my feet before two other men seized me, one of them punching me in the throat, and the other giving me a boot heel to the kidneys that made me roar with pain.

      Doubled up though I was, I rolled back towards my brother so that I didn’t lose sight of Valeria. My brother and another of his men slung her over the back of Petre’s saddle. Her hands were still bound from the bindings I’d tied, and Petre made short work of tying her feet. Then he turned to me, looked me right in the eye, and gave her a hard smack on the ass. She screamed and tried hard to wriggle free, but I knew she was in a race against herself. In a matter of seconds, she passed out cold.

      As she went quiet and still, I saw the distinct look of disappointment on Petre’s face, as if her fear and screams were more than half the fun of this for him.

      Monster.

      Still with his hand on her ass—the ass that belonged to me—Petre said, “I know you stuck your dick in her. But I’m willing to sacrifice raping the virgin in order to get the title that marrying the whore will give me.”

      A thick clot of bloody bile came up into my throat and I spat it onto the forest floor. How did he know? I stayed silent, I wasn’t going to confirm what could be a bluff.

      “Surprised?”  He smiled. “I have many favors owed to me, brother. Many little birds that bring me information. Fear and need make for loyalty. The stone walls are not as solid as you may think.”

      I clenched my jaw. He’d turned our home into his own playground and I vowed once I stood by my father, I would restore order and real loyalty to our once proud manor.

      Petre grabbed the reins of his horse and turned it around so that I had a view of her head. Her long hair dangled down, nearly dusting the dirt-scuffed snow. Petre crouched down in front of Valeria, pinching her unconscious cheeks.

      “Annoying when they pass out. But nothing a nice daily dose of foxglove extract won’t cure.”

      If I could’ve killed him right then and there, I would have. But his hounds kept me on the ground. He turned to me, looking satisfied and more dangerous than ever. He gathered up a handful of her hair and yanked it up, to make it look like she had turned to face him.

      “But since I know you like being fucked by whatever man happens to be nearby, I’ll make sure to pass you around all the time, until that little cunt of yours aches every time you move. How does that sound, Princess?”

      By way of response, he made her nod and then let her head drop. Then, in one swift movement, he shoved Valeria’s limp body to the front of the saddle and mounted behind her. He jammed his German stirrups hard into his stallion’s belly, and the horse took off instantly, barreling into the forest with clumps of snow flying. He didn’t look back even once, and with every passing half-second the distance between me and her grew by a length or more.

      “Valeria!” I roared. “Valeria!”

      Petre’s remaining hounds stayed behind, each of them coming at me from a different direction. I met punch with punch, unsure of which one I was hitting, but feeling the satisfying crunch of bone and blood on my quickly swelling knuckles. If I could hold them off long enough, I knew that I wouldn’t be alone. Daniel would arrive and he wouldn’t hesitate to step in. Even drugged as they were, they wouldn’t stay standing after he sliced their throats. But until then, I had to fight like my life depended on it.

      Because it very well might.
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      As I came around, the organ inside the Coronation Cathedral bellowed through the cold air, telling me where we were long before I could see the cathedral itself. I struggled to get my bearings, but I was hog-tied to the back of Petre’s stallion and every pounding gallop made my head throb so painfully that it made me lose my sense of direction.

      Every muscle in my body ached and I had to keep my eyes shut tight to stop the snow and dirt from blinding me as we tore through the forest. Craning my neck, I got a glimpse of the road that led to the cathedral up ahead, but Petre veered off fast before we reached it in order to approach the cathedral from the rear.

      He pushed his stallion hard, whipping his flanks until bright red bloody lash marks appeared on the haunch nearest my face. I felt the stallion ready for a jump, and then we were airborne. A crumbling low stone wall passed beneath us, and I braced for the impact of the landing, which winded me in spite of my best efforts to hold my breath.

      Petre pulled up sharply, making his stallion rear, and sent me tumbling brutally onto the ground. I curled up in an agonized ball on the frozen ground while he circled me, huge bone-crushing hooves mere inches from my head and body.

      Though I was exhausted and in pain, I willed myself into focused alertness. Now was no time to give up. Now was no time to give in.

      Rolling onto my back, I glanced to the side to try and figure out where we were. Time-worn gravestones stared back at me, crooked and forgotten, like decaying teeth. Nearby, the broken wing of a stone angel poked up from the snow. Delirious and desperate as I was, I scrambled toward the broken wing, hoping to use it as a weapon. But before I could muster up the strength to get very far, Petre hopped off his horse with a thud and planted his boot on the small of my back, digging the heel into my spine.

      “You’re a fighter, I’ll give you that much,” he said, spitting on the ground so close to me that I felt his saliva spatter my cheek. “But today is the last day you fight me, you hear? If you fail to comply, if you fail in any of your duties as a wife, I won’t just take it out on you, my love. Your father will be strung up as an example, and if that fails to change things, I’ll have your mother’s throat slit. If I have to, I’ll murder every single Valentine on this earth to get you to become the wife I deserve. And Vasile? He isn’t coming to save you. Not this time. Because he’s dead. I ordered my men to take care of that.  You met them?  They’ll have him in pieces by now.”

      My gut churned and my eyes burned.  Vasile dead?  I couldn’t bear it all. I swallowed hard, trying not to give him the satisfaction of the grief that felt like a fist to my gut.

      And my parents?  If I couldn’t save Vasile, I would do everything I could to protect them.

      The sound of nearby footsteps made my heart somersault in my chest. Help must be coming. It had to be. But as I craned my neck, I saw that it was just the opposite. Rushing toward me were six women that I had never seen before, dressed in matching silk dresses with flowers in their hair. They were all thin, eyes red rimmed and glassy, reminding me of how my friend Natasha had looked of late, and that just made my heart ache for someone familiar.

      Wordlessly, the six of them grabbed a hold of me, and the bone-grinding pain of Petre’s heel in my spine was exchanged for their rough hands on my arms and my body. I didn’t fight. There were too many of them, and what was the point? I’d seen Vasile surrounded by Petre’s men, I’d been brought here against my will. I was going to be married and there was nothing anyone could or would do about it.

      The only person in the world I wanted was certainly dead and unable to protect me. And if I didn’t go along with what Petre wanted, he would kill everyone I still cared about. I let the women drag me down a snowy path without even trying to pull free, through frozen and forbidden gardens, and finally into a room in the disused monastery behind the cathedral, where a wedding dress awaited me.

      The women shoved me into the room and I stared at the dress, stunned. It was, in fact, the same dress that I had picked out myself. But so much had happened since then that it felt like some other version of me had picked out the pearl details on the corset, the satin trimmings on the sleeves. No doubt most girls in my position would have felt like they were standing in their fairy tale gown. But to me it was as forbidding as a noose.

      Five of the attendants stripped me naked, while the sixth stood watch at the door. They treated me with a humiliating ruthlessness, like I was a cow being prepared for slaughter rather than a human being.

      I desperately tried to cover my nakedness, but they were uninterested in my comfort or embarrassment. Two of them seized my arms, holding them out straight, and two others shoved me into my gown, pulling the corset ribbons so tight that my ribs and stomach screamed for mercy.

      One of them tried to pry the diamond ring that Vasile had given me from my finger, but I clenched my fists tight to prevent her from taking it. When her back was turned, I quickly slipped it from my finger and hid it between my breasts to keep it safe.

      Once the encasing was done, I was shoved into white satin ankle boots, and a wide diamond choker that was unfamiliar to me. Patting it with my fingertips, I felt that it was made of three parallel rows of square diamonds, but each setting had a prong that dug horribly into my skin, turning even the tiniest shift of my head into pure agony. I clawed at the clasp on the back of my neck but one of the attendants swatted my hand with such force that I felt one of my nails split in two.

      “Who are you?” I asked desperately, searching their eyes for any hint, any sign of kindness. But I found none.

      They gave no answer, but one by one left the room, until only a single attendant remained. She wrenched my hair out of its braid and brushed it ruthlessly, with an awful sharp-tooth brush that made my scalp feel like it was starting to bleed. I shoved her away from me, snatching the brush from her hand.

      She eyed me with a worrisome, empty coldness. “Your Highness,” she said, her voice raspy and hollow, “I’ve been ordered to do your hair.”

      I clenched the brush hard in my hand, readying myself to hit her in the face with the back side.

      Even through my panic and exhaustion, I realized I was not completely powerless. She had called me Your Highness. That meant she recognized my title; she knew who I was. Which meant she very well might recognize my authority. And so for the first time in my entire life, I decided to pull rank. In the grand scheme of Praquean royalty, I was nobody of any importance at all. But as my father had often told me, there was royal blood in my veins. And for the first time ever, I was proud of it.

      “Get out,” I said, pointing at the door.

      In her eyes, there was a momentary hesitation. An impasse. An uncertainty. A doubt.

      “Out,” I repeated. “Unless the King himself ordered you to do my hair, it’s my word you’re bound to listen to. So get the hell out of this room before I have you stoned for disobedience. Or hanged for mistreatment of a royal.”

      The words felt like they were coming from some other woman’s mouth, but whoever she was, I was damned grateful to have her inside me. The attendant dropped her head and did a quick curtsy, then scurried to the door.

      I needed to be alone. I wasn’t some show horse and if I walked down that aisle, I was going to do it with messy hair and dirt on my cheeks.

      As the thought of Vasile once again had me on the verge of tears, the door flew open behind me.

      Spinning around in surprise, I was confronted with a ghostly but familiar face.

      “Natasha! Thank God!” I said, my heart leaping at the sight of my room mate from the school. “I don’t know what to do.”

      But she was different. Frailer. And the look in her eyes was vacant, like she wasn’t quite sure where she was.

      “What happened to you?” I asked, backing up as shards of glass crunched beneath my boots. “You don’t look like you.”

      “Do you have any idea how worried we’ve been?” Natasha said, looking wild-eyed and strange. Her glances kept darting to me and then away, like she couldn’t focus on any one thing for more than a second at once. “How dare you, Valeria? Running away like that! And with Petre’s own brother. Do you wish to humiliate your family?”

      Her voice was trembling, high and unsure, and the words came out in strange little rushes, like she’d memorized tiny chunks of a script but couldn’t remember the whole sentence.

      I held her arm, as I had done so many times before, to try to calm her. But she snatched her wrist back from me, gripping it tightly. That gesture drew my attention the exactly place she was trying to hide, I realized. Beneath her bony fingers I saw angry purple bruises.

      “Who hurt you?” I said, trying to pull her into me again.

      “No one!” she shrieked. “It’s just like you, isn’t it? Being handed everything and then pissing all over it? You’ve never known how lucky you are! Never!”

      I was horrified and stunned. I had long suspected that something was going on with her, but never had she been so unpredictable.

      Then, it dawned on me. An explanation that made sense. And I knew who had to be behind it. Of course, Petre would want eyes close to me, and who better than my roommate? He had drugged her. He had forced her to work for him in order to keep getting them. But had he…

      Oh, God, the thought made me sick. The rumors about how Petre treated his women, about how he used them up and cast them aside when he was done. But not Natasha? Not the sweet girl I’d been friends with all these years?

      “Let’s just sit down for a second,” I said, taking a seat on the window bench. “Please. Sit here with me.”

      Natasha hovered there, staring at me, wobbling like a hanging marionette. I didn’t know if she was going to start screaming me again or collapse to the floor, but before I had a chance to find out, the door swung open once again, and my so-called “bridesmaids” rushed into the room. Though their dresses were deep blue, the fabric had a grayish sheen; the way they moved, like a quiet pack, reminded me of half a dozen rats, all acting and thinking as one.

      The women seized me, and this time my protests and orders fell on completely deaf ears. Before I knew it, they’d hauled me through the graveyard, and down a path that led to the front of the cathedral. At the steps of the big church, they jammed a bouquet in my hand, opened the cathedral doors…and shoved me inside.

      Stumbling forward, I raised my face to the sound of a hundred pews squeaking as the assembled guests rose and turned to face me. The organ bellowed the traditional Praquean bride’s march, but the organ was off tune and it sounded more like a funeral dirge than anything else.

      I wanted nothing more than to turn and run, and I was about to do it. But there, at the end of the long aisle, decorated in silks and flowers, were my parents, waiting for me by the altar.

      My heart dropped. My father looked pale, shaken, and unkempt. My mother looked thinner than ever, seated in a special chair beside him. She was clearly too weak to stand, even for this.

      As if I had been winded once again, all the fight drained out of me when I laid eyes on them, which I was sure was the point. To remind me of what I stood to lose. My father looked terrified. Quite literally, scared to death. With his eyes, he urged me forward, shooting sidelong glances at Petre, who stood there waiting as well.

      Scanning the crowd, I saw no sign of Vasile anywhere. Three empty seats in the front row on Petre’s family’s side sat empty, presumably set aside for his parents and his brother, none of whom were in attendance, and I didn’t understand what was happening.

      Had Petre killed his entire family?  Could his cruelty be so sharp he took all of them, just to claim the business and the royal title?

      Grief gripped my heart.  Vasile was dead, I was sure of it, or he would be here.  He would have come…

      I gripped my bouquet hard and closed my eyes, inhaling the scent of incense and candle wax. Thorns of holly leaves dug into my palms as I squeezed the bouquet; I focused on that pain, channeled it, let it clear my mind. I knew what I had to do. Not for my sake, but for my parents. For their safety and for their future. As for me, I would have time worry about that later.

      I hoped.

      Opening my eyes, I finally let my gaze fall on Petre. As I did, it was as if all my fear froze in my veins, and turned to courage.

      He might try to kill me, it was true.

      But not if I killed him first.

      With that murderous cold calculation in my head, I took my first step down the aisle. Then another. Then another. But with each step, my resolve began to fade and fear took its place.

      Again and again, I let my eyes sweep back and forth across the church, desperately urging myself to wake from this nightmare. Telling myself that it wasn’t real, that the scent of incense and mildew was in my head, that the chill in the air was just me shivering in the bed I still shared with Vasile, that at any moment he would turn and wrap his arm around me and I’d be comforted, knowing that we were together.

      But none of that was true. The nightmare was real life, and I was stuck in it for the rest of mine.

      If I turned to go, the rats would seize me. If I escaped, my parents would be killed, and eventually so too would I.

      I couldn’t bear to think of it. I couldn’t even let my mind gloss over that sadness. Forward was my only choice. And so I took another step down the aisle towards my doomed future life.

      Once I arrived at altar, I refused to look at Petre. I would not give him the respect of my gaze and attention. I stood beside him, straight and cold, looking up at the priest, who looked shocked by my appearance, disheveled as I was from what had just happened. Well, let him stare and the dirt and bruises. Let them all know what the man standing beside me had done. The priest cleared his throat, avoiding my gaze, and began to address the congregation in Latin, as was the way of all ancient Praquean royal weddings.

      “In nomine patris et fili et spiritus sancti,” the priest droned, running all those ancient words together as if they were one.

      He signaled to the crowd to be seated. But as the hush of five hundred sitting guests filled the huge cathedral, one person didn’t move.

      My father.

      I turned to look at him. This was the part of the service when he too was supposed to step forward to take my arm, then hand me to Petre, symbolically giving me away.

      As if he hadn’t already done that very thing months ago at that cursed poker table.

      I stared at my him hard. But he met my angry, conflicted gaze with nothing but warmth in his eyes. He took me in, concerned at the state of me no doubt, then for one second, he gave me the smile that I had not seen since I was a child. It was the smile of fishing together on Sunday afternoons, of reading books together, of gobbling up my mother’s fresh ushtapaka dumplings until we were both covered in powdered sugar like snowmen.

      In that smile, I saw my dad. The man I loved with my whole heart.

      “I cannot let this marriage happen,” my father said, filling the cathedral with his booming voice.

      The crowd gasped and chittered with whispered confusion. Turning to my father, I was on the brink of asking if he was sure, if he had thought it through, but before I could speak, he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close.

      Petre came up right behind him, facing me from behind my father, and eyed me with the most venomous gaze.

      “You fucking people. You thought I didn’t expect this? Some heroic family bullshit at the last minute?” he hissed. From his pocket, he pulled a glinting knife.

      And drove it straight into my father’s back.

      In my arms, my father buckled against me, gasping and staggering forward as the church erupted in chaos. Screams from the guests, some rushing to leave, others stepping in to force them to stay. Whether I screamed or not, I do not know, but it was as if everything became dreamlike, slow and shimmery, like we were underwater.

      My father slumped to the ground at my feet and I fell to my knees beside him, seeing but not understanding the bloodstain that now marred the front of my gown. The wound from Petre’s knife had penetrated my father’s flank, and the blood flowed out in rhythmic pumps, turning his starched white shirt so red it turned nearly black.

      Confusion erupted on all sides of me. The priest began eerie chants and benedictions, warding off evil from the cathedral. My mother shrieked and joined me on the floor beside my father. My father’s words were raspy and soft.

      “I couldn’t do it to you, my girl. I couldn’t lose you like this,” he gasped.

      And then I felt the cold but now familiar grip of Petre’s hand, horse-biting the back of my neck.

      He spat commands toward the priest.  “Finish it.  Marry us, now!”

      The priest looked scared but he returned to the Latin, then the vows.  As my father lay dying on the floor, our marriage was being sealed.

      From my right, a door flew open. Petre released his grip on me and I glanced behind me, expecting to see guests fleeing the nave. But instead, there stood Vasile.
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      Vasile stood with his father at his side, a look of thunder on his face, and Daniel from the mansion just a step behind them both. There was blood on Vasile’s clothes, but I couldn’t tell if it was his own or someone else’s.

      Before I knew what was happening, he was at a dead run toward his brother, the priest once again stunned into silence.

      “Finish it!” Petre screamed toward the clergyman, but Vasile stopped him cold with a knockout-punch straight to the front of Petre’s face. In the strange slowness of the moment, I watched one of Petre’s front teeth skitter across the cathedral floor, and then he went down, laying unconscious on the tombs of the ancient kings of Praque below.

      Vasile reached me just as my father was losing consciousness.

      “We’ve got to get you out of here,” Vasile said, his voice hoarse and breathless.

      In the first instant I saw him, my heart melted. But now, I felt it turn to solid stone. Clutching my father close to my chest as my mother called out for a doctor, for help, for anyone, anyone at all, I shook my head at Vasile.

      It was all too much.  I just wanted a simple life. Life with Petre, Vasile or any of these Greengallows would always lie on a precipice of evil. None of this was right. The price was too high.

      “It’s your fault as much as anybody’s that he’s here, like this,” I said, cradling my dad close.

      A crowd gathered, getting too close in their efforts to see what was going on. I felt boots shove me, hands grab me and then the pinch of something sharp on the back of my neck.

      A handful of my cousins stepped in to move everyone aside, most of whom I remembered as hardly more than scrawny young boys, but who had now grown into strapping, strong young men. With the crowd cleared, they scooped up my father between them, carrying him out in their arms, rushing him down the aisle. They looked like his pallbearers more than his rescuers as they hurried out the door.

      I heard my aunt’s voice, speaking to my mother about a surgeon, one town over. And hurry. We must hurry. Hurry, Valeria. Hurry.

      Vasile and I stood there at the altar, him holding me by my shoulders.

      “You’re not thinking clearly,” he said to me, gripping me tight. “I’m not the enemy. I love you. I would never let anything happen to you.”

      You’re not thinking clearly. Lies. All lies.

      This was the first time, since the first second I’d laid eyes on him, that I wasn’t looking at the world through the bleary mist of passion. My thinking was crystal clear and I knew exactly what I had to do. I shook off his grip and pushed him away, throwing my bouquet at Petre’s limp body on the floor. I shook my head and raised my hand to stop him from saying anything else.

      “You’re wrong! For the first time since this all began I am thinking clearly. I wish my family had never had the misfortune of meeting any of you. I wish the damned Greengallows had never existed! And you, Vasile, you’re the worst of the whole God-damned lot, because somehow you made me care about you, and I’ll never forgive you for that.”

      The look in his eyes—the rejection, the surprise, the sadness—made me feel sick to my stomach with grief. But I kept my head high and my resolve firm. I pulled his ring out from its hiding place and tossed it aside. It tinkled and clattered on the stone, coming to a stop right below a gruesome portrait of Saint John the Baptist, with his ghoulish decapitated head on a platter.

      Vasile was on the brink of taking me in his arms to plead with me, but I knew that if he touched me, the haze of passion would overtake me again. I could not let that happen, and so I turned on my heel, and fled alone from the cathedral, chasing my father and mother without another word.

      Gathering up my dress in my hand, I joined my waiting family in what was intended to be my wedding carriage, and we set off as fast as the four horses could carry us, rushing against time to try to save my father’s life.
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      Valeria’s friend, Natasha, tried to go after her, but Daniel sensibly stepped in. Anyone could see from the look in Natasha’s eyes that she wasn’t herself, and I had no doubt that the culprit was none other than my own brother.

      “Let her go,” Daniel said, his deep voice calming her. “Let’s get you to somewhere safe, away from here. Vasile?”

      I nodded. “Go. Take her to my father’s estate. Get her any help she needs.”

      Petre lay unconscious on the cathedral floor. With the drama seemingly over, the chaos calmed as the remaining guests were now filing out the main doors, and the priest had long since darted for the side chapel, so that now my brother and I were alone by the altar.

      I was aware of the power of the place, and the irony of Petre’s blood trickling into the sacred stones. Religion had never had any power over me; I found no comfort in prayer, no strength in worship. But I knew that my brother and I were like something out of the Bible itself: good and evil, locked in an endless fucking battle.

      For all our lives, he and I had dealt in the currency of vengeance. Of hatred and anger.

      But now, standing there, looking down at him, I thought about something bigger—mercy, for him and for the rest of us.

      What a mercy it would be to kill him, and put him out of his misery like the rabid fucking animal that he was.

      Taking a step toward him, I cracked my neck, side to side, aware—but only barely—of the pain from the gunshot wound where it had grazed my upper shoulder. I slid my hand into my pocket, grabbing hold of my switchblade. The sound of it flicking open echoed around the church.

      Looking down at him, I damn near felt sorry for him. For as long as I could remember, he’d been driven by his own darkness. What a shitty existence that must be.

      Slit his throat; do the world a fucking favor.

      Murder in a church was one hell of a sin, but I didn’t give a shit. He had it coming. Because of him, I’d lost the one good thing I’d ever had. And he was going to pay the motherfucking penance.

      But no sooner had I taken a firm hold of my blade than a hand grabbed my shoulder. I swung around, ready to kill whoever it was, because this was fucking important: the world would be a far better place without my brother in it. If I swung from the gallows for it, then so fucking be it.

      It was my father.

      “Don’t,” he said softly, looking at me, then the blade, then back at me again. It took me a second to see through the crystalline murderous rage that stood between me and everything else. But once I did, I saw my dad’s kind eyes there, pleading with me.

      There was no plea that could make any of this right. I shook my head slowly.

      “He had you prisoner in your own home, Dad. He tried to have me killed. I don’t have a fucking choice.”

      “You do,” he said. “It doesn’t feel like it now, but you do have a choice.” With one hand, he took hold of the blade, sharp edge away from his palm. With the other hand, he slowly pried my fingers from the hilt. Once he’d disarmed me, my father sighed heavily, sitting down slowly on the nearby pew. He looked older and more tired than I’d ever seen him. Carefully, he closed the switchblade, palming it and looking up at me once again. “I will not let whatever poison is inside him also end up killing you.”

      It was too fucking late for that. I knelt down and picked up the ring I’d given her, which was now smudged with her father’s blood. “Losing her is what’s going to kill me. She’s the only thing that matters.”

      My father nodded sadly, then contemplated the switchblade in his palm.

      “Go, my boy. Now. And get away from this place. Please.”

      Closing my eyes, I ground my teeth, seething with overpowering rage. And then stormed from the cathedral without another word.
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      I rode recklessly fast back to the manor house, half-blind with whipping snow squalls. I didn’t slow down, not even on the cliff-side paths, slippery with ice.

      If I die now, then let death come, I thought to myself as Vela careened wildly, nearly losing her footing on the slick, loose shards of shale on the cliff’s edge. If I couldn’t have Valeria, I didn’t care what happened to me. Live, die. I don’t give a fuck. None of it mattered. She was heaven itself. Imagining a life without her was pure hell.

      Before I knew it, though, Vela was thundering down the drive to the manor house. I might want to escape my pain, but my mare was having none of it, and she skidded to a stop right in front of the front steps. She damn near threw me off of her, and she backed away from me angrily, wild eyed and scared. You bastard, she seemed to say, tossing her head and stamping her front feet. How dare you take your shit out on me?

      True enough. Inhaling hard, I steadied myself to keep her calm, which worked just long enough for me to get the saddle off of her back and the bit out of her mouth. I settled her in her stall with fresh hay and water.  “None of this is your fault.  I’m sorry if I was hard on you.  Rest now…”

      With that, I left her safe and secure, making my way in a blind rage back to the house.

      Once inside, I went straight for the library. The blanket draped over the sofa still showed where Valeria had sat—the impression of her fucking voluptuous hips, the narrow curve of her waist. Angrily, I kicked off my boots and ripped off my jacket, letting them fall in a dirty pile on the expensive rug.

      I moved to rip off my bloodstained shirt as well, so that I could get a look at my wounds, but the fabric had stuck firmly to the bloody gash. One of Petre’s men had shot me before Daniel got there, and the pain was so intense that I thought I might puke, but somehow I kept my head and teased the fabric off the open wound, a quarter-inch at a time.

      Grimacing, I looked down at the wound. I’d been really fucking lucky. It was a damned good thing my brother employed such stupid pieces of shit as his hired muscle. The bullet had grazed my left trapezius, halfway between my neck and my shoulder. A handful of inches lower, and it would’ve been a kill shot, straight through the heart.

      Daniel rode in like a storm. He had a few tricks up his sleeve.  Stableboy-thief he may have been, but he was a skilled horseman.  He’d trained his horse to buck on command, which he did and laid out two of my brother’s guards before they could get a hold on the situation.

      They were so stunned, it gave me a moment to take another by surprise, centering my short blade on the back of one’s neck, dropping him within seconds. Between Daniel, his horse and myself, we finished off the lot of them, then rode hard for the cathedral.

      Using my teeth, I yanked the cork out of a bottle of vodka and poured it onto my wound. It hurt like a motherfucker, but as I groaned in pain, I found I was grateful. At least I could do something about this pain, unlike the fucking ache in my heart.
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      Carrying the vodka with me, I headed for the kitchen, where I cleaned the wound with soap and water and then vodka again. Everywhere around me were reminders of her—the food she’d eaten, the glasses she’d drunk from.

      On a champagne glass by the sink, I saw that sweet imprint of her lips on the rim of the glass. Fuck almighty, I could hardly believe it. Just hours ago, she’d been there with me. Just hours ago, we’d been fucking happy. In her arms, in her presence, I had felt real joy, real contentment, for the first fucking time in my life.

      Now, she was gone. And the contentedness she brought was gone with her, leaving me empty, angry, and raw.

      From a drawer in one of the cupboards, I found a needle and thread, which I cleaned with the vodka and the flame from a match. Sitting down at the big pine table in the middle of the kitchen, I forced myself to drink as much of the vodka as possible. I hated the shit—the taste, the burn, the smell. But it helped dull my senses just enough to pinch the wound closed and start stitching myself up.

      I went slowly, being careful to close the wound tightly and cleanly. The first two stitches were fucking brutal, mind-numbingly painful. But somehow, there in that place of agony, between the vodka and the wound, I was able to think through what had happened that day. And to see a little bit of truth

      The truth hurt, but I knew it was right, deep in my bones. The choice was hers to make and she’d fucking made it. No matter how it hurt me, no matter how much it pissed me off, it was her right to do what she wanted. It was her fucking right to push me away.

      As much as I wanted to own her, possess her, control her, that was all war games in the end. She had the real power. Always had. Always would. And it was my fucking duty to respect that.

      But as I lined the stitches up, three, five, seven, nine, I knew with every pass of the needle through my flesh that I’d never be able to let her go. Never. She had ripped me open, leaving me with a wound in my heart that I’d never be able to close.

      She might want nothing to do with me. But that didn’t mean I had to have nothing to do with her. There were things I could do for her, even from here. There were people I could send to help her, to help her father.

      I could accept her not wanting me. Fine. If loving her meant I’d never have her, then so fucking be it. But as I knotted the last stitch, I swore a silent promise to her.

      I will protect you. No matter what.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 29

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Valeria

      

      

      

      On the ride to the surgeon, I was sure that we had lost my father. He’d turned terrifyingly pale in my arms and I couldn’t even see him breathing.

      I burst into panicked sobs, trying everything to wake him up as the carriage rolled to a stop in front of the surgeon’s house. Before I knew it, my family and I had been pulled from the carriage and the surgeon knelt beside my father on the bloody carriage floor. He slipped the stethoscope into his ears and listened for a pulse.

      I didn’t breathe, none of us did. For a long moment that seemed like an eternity, we waited. Suddenly the surgeon sprang up from my father’s body.

      “There’s a pulse! Get him inside!” he called. And my cousins scooped him up to carry him indoors.

      Minutes ticked by into an hour. Behind the closed door, I heard hurried footsteps, and the ominous clattering of instruments being dropped into metallic trays. Finally, the surgeon emerged, blood-soaked and grave-faced.

      By some miracle, he had revived my father and staunched the bleeding, but he told us that there was no guarantee he would recover. There had been much blood lost, he said, and he worried about sepsis as well as my father’s lung. The knife, he said, had slipped between two of my father’s ribs, and nicked both his liver and his lung.

      “The weapon was thin, long, and freshly sharpened, chosen to do maximum damage,” the surgeon said.

      A wave of rage blurred my thinking, but I forced myself to be still and deliberate. This was no time for hysterics, this was no time to lose my head with grief and anger. All that could come later, once I knew my father was safe.

      “What do we do?” I asked the surgeon, with my arms wrapped around my mother.

      “Pray,” he answered softly, and sadly, staring down at his fingers, every nail bed rimmed with blood.
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      Now my father lay in his own bed, looking ancient and weak. His breathing was shallow and he only came into consciousness occasionally, and then only long enough to have a sip of water. I had left his side only long enough to change out of my blood-soaked wedding dress.

      Since then, I hadn’t moved. It felt like an eternity had passed, but also hardly a minute. The light had begun to change from day to dusk, and wind whistled through the loose windowpanes. Without letting go of my father’s cold hand, I leaned back and yanked the velvet curtain shut to keep out the drafts. Taking my father’s hand in both of mine, I slid to my knees with my forehead pressed to the edge of the mattress.

      Closing my eyes, my mind replayed the events of the day in strange dream-like flashes, disconnected and mismatched. Bells ringing, snow falling, those strange silent women who dressed me. Vasile, Petre, my mother. And my father. So many flashes of my father.

      Once and again, I kept returning to the look on my father’s face when he stepped forward at the cathedral to try to stop the ceremony. My tears spilled down my cheeks as I tried to calm my breathing with a long out breath. It helped, a little, and I wiped my cheek on the shoulder of my sweater as I raised my face. My father looked even worse than he had when I closed my eyes, a mere moment ago. We were losing him. I just knew it. And it was all my fault.

      He was here, like this, because of me.

      “I don’t know if you can hear me,” I said softly, “But thank you for trying to stop the ceremony. Thank you for trying to help.” My voice began to quaver desperately, stopping me from saying any more.

      The sound of my mother’s wheelchair wheels on the floor made me turn toward the door. The look on her face as she stared at my father shifted from worry to mortification.

      “I know,” I whispered, pressing my palm against my lips to stop myself from sobbing.

      Her nurse wheeled her over, and I scooted my chair aside to make room for her. Her own hands looked nearly as frail and translucent as my father’s. She reached out and took his hand in hers. A wave of tears overtook me and I forced myself to look away.

      My eyes landed on the things that my father kept beside his bed—a stack of books, a chipped glass, and a silver-framed cameo portrait of me when I was a young girl.

      Suppressing my sobs, I let my head rest softly in my mother’s lap, as tears slid down my cheeks onto the blue chenille blanket she always wore in the evenings. Her smell transported me back, as always, to my childhood. To those happy, barely remembered days, when we were all safe. And well. So very, very unlike what life had become.

      My mother softly stroked my cheek with one hand, and did the same to my father’s palm. Even a quiet and uneventful day was likely to exhaust my mother, and I knew that a day like this was likely to make her dangerously weak. In my heart, I was desperate to hear her reassuring words, but I didn’t dare ask the dueling questions that were on the tip of my tongue.

      What will happen if he dies? What will happen if he lives?

      A knock at the door interrupted my body-shaking sobs. I pulled myself together, as best I could, and sat up in my chair, wiping tears from my cheeks and sniffling hard.

      “Yes,” I said. “Come in.”

      The door opened gently, revealing a man that I didn’t recognize. He had kind eyes and a warm smile, slightly older than my father.

      “Forgive me. I let myself inside and your maid told me where to find you.”

      “Who are you?” I asked, trying not to sound too rude, but all the same deeply frustrated that this stranger was here, looking so kind and warm when I felt like the world was made of nothing but ice and sadness.

      “My name is Dr. Lucian, Dr. Drago Lucian. And I have been sent here to help your father, as well as your mother. It is fortunate that I was in the vicinity. A week ago, I would have been on the other side of the continent.”

      The name sounded vaguely familiar to me, in the fleeting and unclear way that famous names sometimes do.

      “Who sent you?”

      He came inside the room slowly, carrying a doctor’s bag over one arm and his coat over the other. “I’ve been sent…” he said trailing off. “Does that matter, Your Highness?”

      This man had no notion of the day I had experienced. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever trust anybody again, and I certainly was in no fit state to be trusting a stranger.

      “It certainly does matter,” I said, standing up from my chair. “Someone tried to kill my father today, so you’ll forgive me if I’m unwilling to let you…”

      “Mr. Greengallow sent me,” he said, slightly unwillingly, as if it was a secret he’d been warned not to share. “To attend to both your father and your mother.”

      I shot up and placed myself between the doctor and my mother and father. “Which Mr. Greengallow?” I asked.

      The doctor blinked once, then again. Clearly he’d been told not to disclose that part, but there was no way I was letting him in this room without knowing that.

      “Vasile Greengallow,” he said finally.

      The nerve of that man. I clenched my teeth and eyed the kindly doctor angrily. My first reaction was to tell him to go, to get the hell out of our house. But just as I was forming the words to do so, I heard my father’s breathing become wheezy and labored behind me. I spun around. My mother looked to me pleadingly, clutching my father’s hand.

      Whatever anger I’d mustered dissolved at once. A drop of blood in the ocean. My father needed help and I would accept it from anyone. Even Vasile.

      “Alright,” I said, stepping aside to make room for the doctor. “Thank you,” I added softly as he passed by me on his way to my father’s beside.

      “Of course, Your Highness.” He bowed politely and then looked me in the eye. But rather than go straight to my father, he looked at me with concern. Looking from one of my eyes to the other, he asked, “Are you feeling well yourself, Princess Valeria?”

      I tried to wave him off, lifting my hands and shaking my head. The truth was that I felt awful, but that hadn’t seemed like any surprise. I was deliriously tired and felt shaky all over.

      “It’s nothing. It’s just been a terrible day.”

      The doctor seemed unconvinced. “May I?” he asked, reaching out for my wrist.

      Caught off guard by this sudden attention, I nodded and allowed him to take my pulse. His fingertips on my wrist felt surprisingly cold against my skin. His concerned expression grew even more so as he removed his stopwatch from his pocket. Releasing my wrist, he looked carefully into my eyes, gently pulling down my lower lids with the pad of his thumb.

      Finally, he placed the back of his palm to my forehead. His eyes flashed with concern, though he did a valiant job trying to hide it.

      “When was the last time you ate or drank anything?”

      I had no idea. Before my father was mortally wounded, before I lost the love of my life. Before, before, before.

      “I can’t remember,” I said.

      “Hmmm. It’s probably nothing, but best to be safe.” The doctor glanced away from me at my mother’s handmaid. “Could you please make sure she eats something?” he said to the maid. “Anything at all. And water. She needs plenty of water. I’ll be along as soon as I’ve finished here and I’ll run some more tests. If her condition turns, please come find me immediately.”

      My mother’s attendant nodded curtly, and looped her arm through mine. I returned the gesture, feeling grateful for her solid, confident presence.

      “Please, Your Highness. Leave your father and mother to me. They are in good hands. And you go rest. I’ll come check on you shortly.”

      The thought of leaving that room made me freeze. Would this be the last time I ever saw my father again? Would he survive the night? And my mother? Could she bear that loss without me by her side?

      “I don’t want to leave them,” I told the doctor.

      “I know,” he said, gripping my hand warmly. “But please. I promise I will do all I can for them both.”

      I inhaled deeply and then hesitantly let myself be led away. My mother’s nurse led me to my room, taking me all the way to my bed and helping me to sit down. From the pitcher at my bedside, she poured me a glass of water and watched me drink it down. The water tasted strange, metallic and salty on my tongue, but I realized my throat was indeed parched as I lay down on my pillows. Every bone in my body ached with exhaustion.

      “I’ll be back in a moment,” she said. “I’ll bring a tray for you to eat a little something.”

      As she departed, she left me alone in my room. It was the first time since everything had fallen apart that I had been completely alone.

      When the door latched shut, I sat there, stunned, almost frozen. In the stillness and quiet, all the emotions that I had kept at bay seized me. Grief and terror, and heartbreak seized me, pulling me in every direction.

      My heart ached and burned, as if Petre’s knife had stabbed me there. If only it had been me that had taken that blade; if only I had been able to protect my dad. If only everything had been different. But it wasn’t. And so, burying my face in my pillows, I finally let my emotions spill out in wracking, painful sobs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 30

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Valeria

      

      

      

      I didn’t want him in my dreams, but I couldn’t escape him. Everywhere I turned, Vasile was there. His voice, his eyes, his caresses. But I was always losing him, always. I slid over a rocky mountain cliff, my hand slipping from his. I fell overboard from a skiff in a storm, reaching helplessly out for him as I drowned.

      I felt myself sobbing even as I slept, but I was powerless to wake up. Inconsolable in that desolate dusk-dawn dream place, where nothing was right and everything kept going wrong.

      Even as I slept, I knew I wasn’t well. Morning light broke through my dreams long enough for me to see the new doctor standing over me. His name was lost to me, his face melting like wax. I tried to blink myself into awareness, but it was useless, and I kept slipping back down into sleep. His words sounded heavy; they felt like blocks of granite. Nothing made sense and yet it all made sense.

      I worried about Natasha, about what had happened to her. She’d been so different the last time I saw her. Was she sick as well? Where is she now? I wondered, the thought slipping through my head barely noticed as it flitted by the baseboards, like a field mouse or garter snake.

      The word poison floated in the air, and I could see it there, hovering in my half-consciousness, the calligraphic letters floating over me in bed. As if someone had painted a portrait of me, laying there, and written the word above me.

      Poison and danger and worry, such worry. My aunt was there, I was sure of it. I smelled her smell, lavender and rose. But the rose was sickly sweet. Like funerals, like death. “Will she survive?” someone said, someone with my mother’s voice, but very far away.

      Poison. Poison. Poison. The word kept dancing around me, taking real shape. First made of lead. Then made of glass. Then drawn in molten gold on the ceiling. In the place of the dancing fever, I was in a room filled with feathers, wallpapered with lizard scales. Filled with terrors.

      I felt myself thrashing against my sheets. Trying to escape. Trying to flee. Something. Anything. Everything.

      “I’m here,” a voice said. A deep voice. A musky scent. It smelled like passion, like screams of pleasure. The pain of ecstasy. Vasile. It was Vasile again; Vasile was back in my dreams. His words were softer than the doctor’s. Warmer. Steadier. A voice asked him to leave. He said, “Never. Never fucking ever.” His rough hand on my forehead and cheek. The sound of him sobbing, a long kiss made wet with his tears.

      Then the feeling that he had fallen asleep. His head was resting beside me on the mattress, the close-cropped hair at the base of his neck tickling the soft flesh of my inner forearm. Wake up, wake up, I whispered, but the delirium ate my words before I could move my mouth to say them right.

      Then, a moment later—or was it a year?—he was holding my hand, actually holding it; I was not slipping from his grasp. But now I was getting wiser—I had seen this dream before. I knew what was about to happen.

      The loss. The death. The absence. The plunge over the cliff.

      The dream place would wrench me away, as always. I couldn’t bear for my heart to die like that, once more. And so from deep down in the quicksilver depths of my soul, I found the strength to let go first. Rolling away, I tucked myself into a ball, and slipped once more into the saltwater pool of my sweat on the sheets.
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      When next I opened my eyes, warm, lazy afternoon light filled my bedroom. The sound of geese migrating made me look outside, and I saw their V-shaped formation pass over the bare trees of the forest. Somehow, I could feel that quite a bit of time had passed; the hard frosts of winter seemed to have lightened, ever so slightly. So I had been in bed long enough for winter to give way ever-so-slightly to the Praquean spring.

      I inhaled deeply for the first time in what felt like ages. My mother’s old nurse, Vanke, startled herself awake with a snort.

      “Good heavens,” she said, beaming at me as she roused herself from her nap. “There you are, my dear. And thank God for that. You scared us all half to death!”

      I tried to sit up in bed, but found I was so weak that all I could do was lift my head. My head was throbbing, my throat was dry, and I felt desperate for a long soak in the bath.

      “What was wrong with me?”

      “Some dreadful attempt on your life. Petre admitted to it, some sort of backup plan if you wouldn’t go through with the wedding. There was a man planted among the guests with strict instructions to prick you with a poison laced pin if anything went wrong,” she said, huffing to herself. “What a piece of work that man is. If he couldn’t have you, he would make sure no one would. Especially his brother.”

      Guests? Wedding? What… All at once, it came rushing back to me. The stabbing. My father. My heart plummeted in my chest; he had been so unwell, I felt certain there was no way that he had survived.

      “How is my dad?”

      Much to my absolute surprise, Vanke perked up happily. “Quite well! I won’t let him leave his bed, but he’s very much on the mend.”

      I heaved a sigh of relief. Thank goodness. But in my relief, all manner of other things came rushing into my mind. Especially the feverish, terrible dreams. And Vasile, all those endless thoughts and dreams of Vasile that were so real that I could have sworn he was actually there.

      Ridiculous. I groaned and battled with myself to find the strength to actually sit up. However long I’d been laying there, it was much too long.

      My mother’s nurse tried to help me, but I shook my head.

      “I can manage,” I said, and wriggled upward to sitting. I was surprised to see that my arms looked thinner than I expected. I felt much weaker in my own skin.

      Vanke helped me drink a glass of water, and then sat by me patiently as I ate a few slices of an apple. Even though it was hardly a feast, it made me feel so much better that I could hardly believe it. I greedily gulped down another glass of water, then wiped my dripping chin with the back of my arm.

      “I need to see my dad.”

      She tossed her head back in frustration. “You Valentines! Stubborn as mules! One second you’re on death’s doorstep and then you’re rushing to try to hop out of bed. So I’ll tell you what I told your father: you’re staying in bed until Dr. Lucian says you’re alright to get up and move around.”

      It didn’t make a damn bit of difference to me if Dr. Lucian or Lucifer himself tried to stop me; I was going to see my father, one way or another.

      I reached out for Vanke’s wonderfully plump hand, which looked as soft and warm as a cinnamon bun. She automatically reached out to help me, and I thrust my legs out from the covers. Before she could stop me, we were on the move, with her huffing and puffing happily, pretending to be oh-so-very annoyed. But clearly just as pleased as I was that I was strong enough to be up and about.

      At my father’s door, I knocked once and let myself inside.

      He lay in bed with a tray on his lap. He was so surprised to see me that he nearly flung his soup onto the quilt.

      “My girl!” he exclaimed, with a sheen of joyful tears springing into his eyes.

      “Don’t get yourself all excited!” I told him, wagging my finger as I hobbled across the room, and joined him on his bed.

      “You scared the stuffing out of me,” he said, shaking his head like it was all my fault.

      “Look who’s talking,” I said, and helped myself to a ripe pear that was sitting on his tray.

      He watched me eat my pear with blushing fatherly pride, and once I had finished and set the core on the tray, he reached out for my hand.

      “I really am just so sorry. Truly. For putting you through that hellish engagement, that horrible wedding. That I almost lost you…” He pursed his lips and shut his eyes. “Unspeakable. It was a terrible position and I hope, with all my heart, that you will forgive me.”

      Little did he know, of course, that I had understood and forgiven him even as it was all unfolding. Even as I’d cursed him and his addiction, I understood he’d had no other choice. But this was an important moment—a real apology. No excuses, no schemes. And weak though I was feeling, I was strong enough to stand my ground and hold it.

      “I’ll accept your apology if you promise me one thing. No more gambling.”

      He shook his head in agreement. “I nearly met my maker, my girl. I made the same promise to myself long since. No more. I swear it.”

      “Ever,” I repeated.

      “Ever,” he said with a serious nod.

      In his eyes, I could see that he really did mean it. Whether or not I could keep him away from the cards for good would be a matter for another day, but at least it was a start. And that was a victory that I could be proud of.

      I blew out a relieved breath and then scooted up beside him in bed, sitting next to him, both of us with our heads propped up against the pillows. He smelled fresh and clean, like aftershave and soap, and it made me just enjoy the simple pleasure of being alive and well.

      “Do you remember anything that happened?” my father asked, staring up at his intricately painted ceiling beside me, as if we were gazing at stars.

      “You mean, after I got sick?” I asked.

      “Mmm-hmm,” he said, sounding slightly mischievous.

      “Nothing. Just the strangest dreams.”

      “Well,” he said, sounding rather tickled. “Your fellow Vasile is very devoted, let me tell you.”

      I froze for an instant, with my eyes stuck open. “You mean, I didn’t dream that part?”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw my father shake his head. “I’ll tell you. It was enough to make an old man’s heart melt. He stayed by your side every single day. As soon as he learned you were sick, he barged in here like something out of a Shakespearean love story. Would not leave. Vanke tried to swat him away with a dishtowel. ‘Brute!’ she said. ‘Leave the poor girl alone!’ But he wouldn’t go. He would not. Even your mother tried to get him out, and you know how angry she can get, what with the pointing and glaring. But it didn’t matter. Your Vasile wouldn’t budge.”

      Your Vasile. I wished so much he’d stop saying it that way. Vasile was nothing of the sort. I was grateful that he’d sent the doctor to help us, but I felt that I had grieved for him so much and so hard that I could hardly find the strength to feel anything more. And anyway, it was all over. He was gone, that much was very clear. His guilt had been absolved, it seemed.

      “Apparently the devotion didn’t last for long. I don’t see him anywhere now. Do you?”

      “That was the last act of the tragedy, my girl,” my father said sadly, turning to face me. “Once it was clear you’d survive, he packed up his things. Came in here and told me himself. ‘She wants me gone from her life,’ he said. ‘I won’t dishonor her by disobeying her wishes. I won’t make mine be the first face she sees when she wakes up. I will always protect her. I will always protect you all.’” My father frowned and pressed his hand to his own heart.

      My heart ached at the thought of Vasile even thinking that, let alone saying it. It sounded just like him, too. I could hear him saying the words as surely as if he’d just said them to me himself. I closed my eyes tight, trying to will away the ache in my chest. But instead, I saw very vivid flashes of what I thought had been nothing but crazed dreams. Dreams that I hadn’t dared let myself think were actually real.

      “Did he… did he even sleep there, by my beside?” I asked, turning to face my dad.

      “Oh yes,” my father said, with a sigh, as he smiled at me. “For days and days.”

      I blinked away a sudden rush of tears, trying to sweep them aside before my father noticed. But there was no point in trying to hide how I felt. Death and I had faced one another, but I had emerged victorious. It was foolish to try to kid myself about the way things were and how I really felt.

      I loved him, with my whole heart, and I desperately did not want to let him go.
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      It had been a week since I’d left her bedside, but it felt like a fucking lifetime. Now I sat in my father’s study, as he paced around, talking business. But I was only halfway listening.

      My mind was on Valeria—worrying about her, thinking about her, hoping to hell that she was getting stronger and stronger every day. Since the second I’d left her, my mind had been with her. Always was; always would be.

      The doctor I’d paid to attend them all kept me up to date, letting me know that she was doing much better. Knowing that wasn’t enough. I couldn’t love her from afar. And I wasn’t afraid to take her again, if I had to. But for the time being, she needed to have the time to heal without me. I wouldn’t let my own selfish needs threaten her recovery.

      “Christ almighty, son,” my father said, crossing his arms heavily as he stared at me. “She’s alright. You know that. And if she’s not, we’ll be the first to know it. In the meantime, we have business to attend to. Are you with me or aren’t you?”

      I ran my hand down my jaw and leaned back in the chair in front of the fire. “Alright, alright. Sorry,” I muttered.

      But it was a halfhearted bullshit apology and we both knew it. I might be sorry for pissing him off, but I’d never apologize for loving her. Never.

      Still though, he kept on pacing and talking, walking me through the details now that I was officially and totally taking charge. In the years since I’d been gone, my dad had already begun to move out of the worst parts of our business and made it clear he was behind me in making sure we continued to move in that direction. I let my eye drift over the stacks of papers scattered over the floor. Petre’s signature caught my eye on a few of the documents. Even his goddamned signature was sinister—so neat and small that it looked dishonest.

      But as for Petre himself, he was no longer much of a threat. After his arrest for attempted murder that day at the cathedral, he’d spent a nice long while locked up in jail, an experience so fucking awful that even he was rattled by it.

      Exactly what he fucking deserved—to have the tables flipped on his cowardly, vicious ass for once. But I did make him a deal—we would provide him with our family’s best legal counsel, or if he chose to not cooperate with us, we’d leave him to rot. But he had to disclose everything.

      Who in the staff had reported back to him, who was addicted, under his thumb, everything. The bastard spilled it all, including the asshole he’d had poison Valeria, and we were able to get her the antidote before any serious damage was done.

      His attorney managed to secure bail on the condition that he was confined to his quarter of the estate, heavily guarded by my men, not his berserker fuckwit hired hounds. The few that were left. I’d dealt with those motherfuckers too, sending them off to Siberia never to be seen again. If the cold didn’t kill them, the wolves probably would, and that was completely fucking fine with me.

      As for the would-be assassin, his corpse was discovered dangling from a tree in the forest.

      I tried to force my attention back on what my father was saying. Contracts, deeds, negotiations. Accounts, agreements, business plans. All of it was clear to me, but I knew that part of the process of his handing things over to me was to explain them in his own way.

      I stood up, helping myself to another cup of coffee from the sideboard, and stood at the window, looking at the wide swaths of frosty fields that ran into the forests beyond.

      Natasha stood outside, shaking out one of my mother’s down duvets; we’d taken her in when my brother was sitting in jail, and she’d become something of a companion to my mom. Natasha was still a fucking mess, bone thin and wild-eyed, but she had a good heart and my mom enjoyed having her nearby. I wasn’t sure I completely trusted her not to steal all our goddamned silver—her own fortune sadly whittled away by addiction and my brother’s spending habits—but she was getting better. Day by day.

      Mostly thanks to Daniel.  From the time I had him return her here to the estate and got her under the care of our doctor, he’d barely left her side. I recognized the look in his eye, it was the same look I had when I looked at Valeria…

      Glancing down, I double-checked that I still had the only thing that had any value at all to me anymore: the ring I’d given Valeria. I still had it, hanging from my neck, underneath my shirt, on a ribbon that she’d left behind that she’d used to tie her braid the night I’d kidnapped her. Thinking about that, I couldn’t help but laugh to myself a little. She’d fought me like a fucking champ. And beat me in the end.

      A knock at the door jolted me back to reality. My father barked at the door to come in. His butler emerged, looking apologetic.

      “There’s a visitor for you, sir,” the butler said.

      “Tell them to wait!” my father huffed. “I’m in the middle of something. Or trying to be!” He turned his frustrated eyes on me.

      “Not for you, sir,” the butler said, bowing now towards me. “It’s a visitor for you, Mr. Vasile. And I would say it’s rather… important.”

      Important? Please. There was only one thing that was actually important, and that was her.

      “Who is it?” I asked.

      The old butler lifted his gaze, with a small but definite smile on his face. “It’s Princess Valeria Valentine, sir.”

      Hang the fuck on. She was here, in this house? To see me? I was so fucking stunned that I sat there, completely speechless, until I finally got my shit together and managed to ask, “Is she… is she okay?”

      “Oh yes, sir,” he said with a little sparkle in his eye. “Quite as lovely as ever. She’s waiting for you in the drawing room.”

      Holy fuck.
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      My heart banged like canon fire in my chest as I entered the drawing room. She sat across the room, near the window, looking fucking beautiful as ever. Thinner than she had been though, not nearly as voluptuous as she’d been before the fever. Something about her looked slightly fragile. And it made me want to protect her even more.

      When she saw me, she smiled that big, beautiful smile. Fuck, I wanted her. I wanted to be inside her right then and there. She was a goddamned vision. The woman of my dreams. But I didn’t dare let myself think about why she was there to see me. Didn’t fucking dare let myself hope. Just the fact that she was sitting there, waiting for me, was enough. One glimpse at her and I felt like a starving man who’d had his first bite of food in ages.

      For the first time, I felt awkward and tongue tied in front of her. Bashful. Fucking love-struck. I reached out to take her hand and she offered it to me. I kissed the back of her palm, giving her all the reverence she deserved. Not just because of her title. But because of what she meant and would always mean to me.

      She was my Queen. My one and only.

      I stopped short of actually dropping to one knee and bowing to her, though fuck knows I wanted to. Instead, I managed to pull my pussy-whipped self together and sit down in the chair across from her.

      “I missed you so fucking much,” I said, my voice all gravelly and deep.

      Hearing that embarrassed her, clearly, but she had too much poise to let her veneer drop completely. She nibbled her lip as she looked at her hands in her lap, then raised her pretty eyes to me. They looked bigger and more innocent than I’d remembered. Even more powerful somehow.

      “I wanted to come to thank you,” she said. “For sending the doctor to help us. To help my dad. It made all the difference.”

      “You don’t need to thank me,” I said. “Never.”

      “But I am thanking you,” she said, her voice almost sharp now. Demanding almost. My fucking Queen, indeed.

      “You’re very welcome,” I said. “How did you know I’d be here?”

      She shrugged on a thin smile.  “I went to the manor first. Daniel told me you were here.”

      I nodded, making note to reward him somehow.

      “And…” She stammered now, glancing out at the window as if to collect her thoughts. “I also came to ask if you really did stay with me, when I was so sick. My dad said you were there for days.”

      It had been more than a week that I stayed there by her side, wracked with grief and worry like a fucking wild man. While I’d stayed with her, I’d hardly eaten, hardly slept. Only when she was out of the woods for sure did I make myself scarce.

      “An army couldn’t have stopped me.”

      She blinked a few times in quick, embarrassed succession, searching my face for something, though I didn’t know what.

      “Thank you. I saw you, in my dreams. I wasn’t sure it was really you. But you didn’t have to do that,” she said.

      “The fuck I didn’t,” I growled

      She quickly pursed her lips and looked away, swallowing hard as a beautiful blush came up into her too-pale cheeks. I leaned in toward her, just a few inches, hanging on her every word and movement. She closed her eyes, as if to collect herself, and then returned to face me with all that royal self-command that I’d seen in her so many times before.

      “I hear you’re making an honest business out of all this,” she said, glancing around the room.

      Not exactly the subject change I’d wanted. I wasn’t a fan of all this small talk, but I’d settle for it all the same. There was so much that I needed to tell her, wanted to tell her, but I wasn’t about to overstep. She wanted to talk business, so we’d talk business; after all, there was some shit she really did need to know.

      “Within a year, I’ll have everything on the straight and narrow. No more shady business, no more crime. Like I said I would.”

      She looked so relieved and so pleased, but she said nothing in response. In place of any answer, she seemed surprised by a sudden yawn that she covered with hand. I was close, so fucking close, to reaching for her ring around my neck, but she stopped me cold.

      “I should go,” she said. “I get so tired these days. Makes me feel almost silly.”

      I shook my head. “You’re the strongest woman I’ve ever met. And you will be again. It’ll just take time.”

      She nodded and sighed, and then took one last long look at me before she rose and headed for the door.

      I was still fucking tongue-tied, utterly powerless to know what to say or how. Man the fuck up, Vasile, I snarled at myself. But to no effect. I was held hostage, watching her wrap her scarf around her neck, that delicate neck that I had touched and kissed and caressed so many times.

      She turned toward the door, and reached out for the knob. But then paused, and turned back over her shoulder. “Vasile…”

      Thump-thump went my heart in my chest. “Say it.”

      “If you wanted,” she stammered. “I mean, if you had time, maybe… maybe you’d like to call on me. Some afternoon. For tea, or…”

      I lifted my hand to stop her from saying another word. Finally, fucking finally, I was no longer tongue-tied. And I replied with a clear and booming, “Not a fucking chance.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 34

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Valeria

      

      

      

      Humiliation and embarrassment seized me from the inside out.

      My heart was shredded, as if by a thousand knives.

      His brutal words left me searching his face for any sign of warmth or caring. There was none. Nothing. You stupid girl. Coming here, acting like he’d want you after all that has happened? Idiot. Idiot. Idiot.

      Somehow, I summoned up the strength to draw a breath; keeping my eyes lowered so he couldn’t see how embarrassed I felt, I turned to go. If I could only get outside, then I could let the sadness come. Not here, not now. Not in front of him. I would never let myself be so vulnerable with him, never again.

      But as I turned, he seized my wrist, making me spin back to face him. And then he lowered himself to one knee in front of me. Finally, that granite-jawed sternness softened and he smiled up at me, just a little.

      “What I’m not going to do is come call on you for a fucking supervised tea party like some chickenshit suitor. Like what we had never happened.”

      Even in my whirling confusion, the very idea almost made me giggle. Him, with some tiny bone china cup of oolong and a cucumber finger sandwich, as we chatted about the weather?

      “No, I…” I stammered, all flustered and blushy. “I suppose that would be…”

      “What I am going to do is marry you. As soon as fucking possible.”

      Marry me! I inhaled deeply to try to get my wits back about me. It wasn’t working. The room was spinning, not with an impending fainting spell, thank goodness, but with the sudden and overpowering happiness that I felt. “You are?”

      “Fuck yes,” he growled. “You’re the love of my life. You are the only thing that matters. Everything I have, everything I am, is yours.”

      Looking down at his handsome face, at this brawny beast of a man pledging himself to me on bended knee, I tried so hard to remember why I’d told myself it wouldn’t work. All those barriers seemed so insignificant now, compared to this love that I felt for him. And yet, my past self was not foolish. There was one thing, that one terrible thing, that still would stand between us.

      “Vasile…”

      As if he’d known just what I was thinking, he cut me off at the pass.

      “You are my very last gamble, Valeria. It’s all or nothing. It’s you or nothing.” Hooking his finger beneath his collar, he pulled a pale-yellow ribbon that I recognized at once. He slipped it over his head and held out the ring that he’d given me. That beautiful, sparkling, exquisite ring that I had thrown back at him in my fury and fear. He slipped it onto my finger, and took my hand in both of his. Then he looked back up at me, with those bedroomy, sexy eyes, and said, “Marry me, beautiful. Do me the honor. Please.”

      I gripped his hand hard, blinking rapidly to try to clear my thoughts, but there was nothing I could do to stop the tears spilling down my cheeks.

      I was so, so close to just blurting out that single simple word, yes. My heart said yes, my mind said yes, but I also felt like I was barreling full speed into a blizzard without thinking. I had made so many mistakes, I had taken so many risks, that I’d lost the stomach for it.

      “Let me… please just let me think about it,” I said. “Let me have some time.”

      He looked so hurt and wounded that it took my breath away, and nearly made me change my mind at once. All these emotions, all these surprises, it was too much for me and I felt myself growing weak and clammy. I tottered slightly backwards and Vasile stood up to support me.

      “Sit. Sit down. Are you okay? Please don’t fucking tell me you’re going to pass out again.”

      “No,” I said. “No, no. Just… I’m just so weak.” I lowered myself down cautiously onto the chair where I had been sitting.

      Vasile looked at me with complete focus and concern. “I’ll go to the kitchens and get you something to eat. You stay here. Don’t move. Understood?”

      I nearly groaned with a sudden rush of unexpected desire. That was the tone he’d used with me in the bedroom, when he ordered me, commanded me. Ruled me and made me obey.

      “Yes,” I whispered. “Understood.”

      He leaned down and kissed my cheek. It felt so good to have him close again; it felt so right. I had missed him so, so much. But before I could reach out to embrace him, he stepped away, leaving the room with heavy, authoritative footfalls.

      And there I sat by the fire, with my whirling thoughts.
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      “Valeria?”

      A voice I half-recognized made me turn in my chair to face the door. It was Natasha, looking stronger now than the last time I’d seen her, when she was just a shadow of herself. So thin, so gaunt, so pale.

      “You’re here!” I said, reaching out for her. “I hoped you would be! I’d heard they’d taken you in.”

      “Vasile. Francis. And Daniel,” Natasha said. “He’s been… very kind to me. All of them.”

      I had expected her to rush to me, to take me in her arms like we had so many times before, but she stayed back and eyed me suspiciously. She reminded me of a half-feral cat, untrusting and skittish. But it was just so good to see her, my oldest friend

      “The family took me in. I’ve been helping Mrs. Greengallow.” She seemed embarrassed, smiling to herself as she added, “It’s a little like having my mother back. Not that anyone could replace her, but I think she’d like me to be happy helping out around here.”

      “That’s so good to hear, Natasha. I’m glad. Truly.”

      She stopped and stared at me, nodding a little, but all the time fussing with the hem of her sleeve, picking at the threads, rubbing the fabric again and again.

      “Is it okay here? Are they treating you okay?” I asked.

      “Oh yes,” she said. “Lovely. All the food I want, all the books I can read. A big bed, running water. Heaven, really,” she said, with a flat and empty voice. Then she met my eyes, and there were tears in hers. “Valeria, I’m so sorry for what happened. I’m so sorry that I—oh, God, how can I go on, knowing that I was a part of that?”

      What in the world was happening here? She had once been the most lively, happy, joyful person—she’d had a laugh so infectious that even our sternest teachers couldn’t help but catch a smile from her. And still, I was sure I could see a little of that in her, somewhere, someplace.

      “Natasha, it’s alright.” I gestured to the chair beside me. “Come on. Sit with me. Talk to me.”

      Natasha shook her head. “No, I can’t. I don’t deserve it. I don’t deserve you, or this place, or Daniel or anything. What I deserve is death, or prison. I’ve been such a—”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “Natasha, none of this is your fault. I don’t forgive you because there’s nothing to forgive. You’re my friend, I love you, and that’s all there is to it.” I rushed to her then, pulling her into my embrace.

      As soon as my arms closed around her, she melted into tears and sobs. This, at least, was her, truly her. No more artifice, no more anger. Just my lovely friend, having the hardest of times.

      She confessed how it all started. An invitation to a secret lavish party.  Petre took to her, plying her with words and finally, enticing her to try his special ‘tea’.  She was so lonely, lost from her parents’ deaths, she was an easy target.  Our engagement was recently secured and he wanted someone to watch me.

      Who better than my roommate and best friend? Make my one ally loyal to him, leaving me even more vulnerable.

      I swept her hair aside so I could press my cheek against hers. Her tears spilled onto my own skin. I understood then that she was as traumatized and exhausted as a beaten pony, living in a world of threats and fear.

      I couldn’t imagine what Petre had put her through, but I knew she had a long road back to being fully herself.

      “I love you,” I told her as she cried against my shoulder. “And we will make sure you get better. I will be here for all of it. I will never leave you again. You are family, Natasha.  I will be your family.”

      She held me so tightly that it was hard for me to get a full breath, and her sobs came out as agonized wails. Her knees buckled and together we slid down to the floor. Slowly, very slowly, she cried it out and I felt her begin to relax in my arms.

      From far away, I heard Vasile’s heavy footfalls approaching. As he came through the drawing room door, carrying a tray of food and tea in his hands, his expression went from hopeful expectation to serious concern. His eyes shot from me to Natasha. I smoothed Natasha’s tangled hair and looked up at him.

      “It’s okay,” I told him softly. “She’s okay.”

      Vasile crossed the room and set down the tray, the strong muscles of his neck and throat catching the firelight as I watched him sit down on the sofa opposite where Natasha and I sat on the floor.

      With his legs parted wide, he rested his forearms on his knees and watched me. For a long moment, neither of us said anything. We simply stared into one another’s eyes. The truth was that life was much, much too short to delay starting my life with him for one moment more. Life was fragile and I would rather face the risks of life by his side than away from it.

      Life was, from start to finish, one big gamble. And it was time for me to put my faith in that gamble—in him. In us.

      “My answer is yes,” I whispered to him, over Natasha’s shoulder.

      His face lit up with such joy, such happiness as I had never seen from him before. Much to my surprise, his eyes glimmered with tears, and he leaned back in the sofa, looking up at the ceiling. Or maybe even at heaven.

      And oh, how he smiled—really smiled—as if maybe for the very first time.
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      Two months later

      She stood in front of me in her wedding dress. So much stronger now after two months of recovery, I thought as I gripped my knife in my hand. Strong enough to take anything I chose to give her.

      When I’d removed her blindfold, I ordered her to close her eyes and keep them closed, but I could tell it was fucking killing her.

      The anticipation.

      The unknown.

      Her excited breaths made her cleavage rise and fall against her white jeweled corset and a red flush covered her neck and cheeks. She looked fucking beautiful, more perfect than ever before, because now she was more than my possession, my cocksleeve, my Queen.

      Now she was also my motherfucking wife.

      I took a step toward her and pressed the blade against her white satin gown. Our wedding had been small, simple—no church, no bullshit. Just our parents, Natasha, Daniel and the priest.

      As soon as we were alone after the ceremony, I’d blindfolded her.

      Kidnapped her all over again.

      We’d ridden hard, all day in my carriage, and now here we were at the coast, in a mansion I’d bought her, overlooking the sea. But she didn’t know any of that yet, and it didn’t matter. All that mattered now, here, was her pleasure. Her pain.

      Though her eyes were still shut, the pressure of my knife startled her. Her long lashes fluttered slightly against her cheeks. I growled at her as a warning. “Don’t you fucking disobey me. Keep them closed. Or else what?”

      “Or else,” she said, exhaling to calm herself. “Or else I don’t get to worship that cock.”

      “And is that what you want?”

      She nodded and moaned a yes.

      “Then fucking beg me for it.”

      Valeria swallowed, a nervous gulp.

      “Please let me have your cock, my king. Let me show you. Let me serve you.”

      Goddamn. She knew my sweet spots and exactly how to push them. Obedience. Fear. Pleasure. Servitude.

      “Such a good little girl,” I growled, increasing the pressure on the blade.

      I pressed the tip of the knife against her thigh and drew it upward so that it tugged at the fabric. Teasing her, tempting her, making her wonder what the fuck was going to happen next. Her breathing quickened as I stepped closer, licking a line up her pretty neck, letting her feel my stubble against her flesh. And all the while increasing the pressure of the blade.

      “Know what that is?” I asked her.

      She furrowed her brows, then shook her head. “I don’t think so…”

      “Yes or no?” I growled against her pretty little ear.

      She smelled fucking amazing. As I breathed her in, my cock grew painfully hard in my pants. I embraced that ache. The harder my dick, the harder the fuck. She was in for the ride of her goddamned life tonight.

      “No,” she gasped.

      “Part your legs,” I told her. “Wide enough to spread yourself.”

      She obeyed immediately, without question. Glancing down, I saw her bare feet peeking out from the hem of her dress. When they were shoulders’ width apart, I reached out and gripped her throat, drawing her jaw up slightly to keep her neck taut and her back rigid. I fucking loved that, the way she looked in that instant, when she felt my grip against her throat. The way her breathing changed, the way her lips tightened and her nostrils flared. Primal fear in the palm of my hand.

      Still gripping my knife, I rotated it so that the blade faced downward. With the back of my hand, I pushed against her pubic bone, sliding my wrist down until I had put pressure against her clit. Her quick inhalation of surprise told me what I already knew. I’d have been able to find my way to her pussy no matter what, no matter when. I rubbed my knuckle against her, making her moan a little, misdirecting her from what I was about to do.

      In one quick slash, I plunged the knife into the gap between her legs and cut a slit through her wedding gown. She gasped in surprise, and then melted into me as I slid two fingers inside her.

      “A knife,” she moaned. “That was a knife.”

      Not just any fucking knife.

      “This is the knife,” I said. “The one you held to my throat, Princess.”

      She smiled and bit her tongue. She adored that word, so I used it sparingly. But seeing her smile made me fucking smile, too.

      “You loved that,” she said.

      I flicked my fingers against her opening, making her pussy squelch with its own wetness—such a juicy, dirty, beautiful sound. “I’m not the only one.”

      Without warning, I penetrated her hard with my fingers, letting the blade handle grind against her clit, and then yanked my hand from the gap in her skirt, seized her by the back of the neck, turned her around, and bent her over the balcony where we stood. With quick, precise slices of the blade, I cut the ribbons of her corset. I tossed it aside and then sliced off her skirt, as well as her panties and underthings, until she stood there in front of me, naked, panting, with her dripping-wet pussy inviting me inside.

      Kneeling behind her, I ate her out from behind, burying my face in her sweet ass and plunging my tongue into her cunt. Once I felt her relax into it, I stopped and stepped away. She began to straighten up, but I clicked my tongue at her, same as I would do to correct my mare.

      In response to the correction, she nodded, gripping the railing and letting her gorgeous honey-colored hair fall down between her outstretched arms.

      With my foot, I dragged a chair away from the big table near where she stood. Sitting down, I took my glass of champagne and took her in. My wife, Princess Valeria Valentine-Greengallow, standing in front of me, buck naked in front of the ocean, with her pink pussy spread. I might not be an actual king, but I was pretty motherfucking close right then and there.

      “Turn around,” I told her. “Look at me.”

      She did as she was asked, opening her eyes for the first time since we arrived. Her glance darted side to side and she smiled, a little confused.

      “Where are we? I could smell the sea and I knew it was warm, but…”

      “All yours,” I said, parting my legs to give my aching balls and cock a little more room. “When the winters get too tough, we’ll come down here.”

      Her mouth dropped open as she glanced around the big room. “This whole place? Is ours?”

      “Fuck yes, it is,” I told her as I set down my glass of champagne. “But all that can wait. Right now, I need you to focus on what’s really important.” I reached down and adjusted my hard-on.

      Her expression became serious and her eyes fell to the bulge in my lap.

      “Good. Now get on your fucking knees. Crawl to me. Do it well, make me happy, and you might get to feel my cum down your throat.”

      She didn’t obey, not right away, but instead slid her hands down her body, rolling like a belly dancer as she caressed herself.

      “If I’m lucky I get to suck your royal cock, is that the deal? But what about me, handsome? What about this?” she asked, pinching her nipples, pursing her lips, then parting her lower lips to see that deep pink slash of tender flesh between her legs.

      She knew her powers and she knew exactly how to use them. But this was no time to let her explore her strength.

      “Don’t you fucking sass me,” I said, and flicked my fingers to tell her to get the fuck over here.

      She answered with a sexy little giggle, and then dropped to her hands and knees. She rolled her neck gracefully, making her hair slip over one shoulder. With careful, almost feline steps, she crawled her way out of her ruined wedding gown and over to me, never taking her eyes off of me even once. Once she was in front of me, I raised my eyebrow at my pants and flicked my chin at her.

      “You know what to do, Princess. Worship that cock.”

      “Finally,” she whispered as she got to work on my belt and fly. Slowly, reverently almost, she pulled my dick out of my boxers. With her eyes raised to me, she gathered up a mouthful of spit and let it drizzle down over the head and shaft. She licked up and down its length, letting the tip rub against her cheek and chin. Taking the shaft in her fist, she worked my length with her hand while she slid her head down—still with her eyes locked on mine—and took my balls in her mouth one at a time.

      “Fuuuuuuck,” I growled up at the ceiling, letting myself relax into the chair.

      Once she had me good and wet, a drop of pre-cum spilled from the head, which she licked up greedily, finally closing her eyes as she tasted my seed for the first time that day. I reached forward to take her chin in my hand, gently rubbing her cheek with the pad of my thumb as she twirled her tongue around the tip, teasing the head.

      “You ready?” I asked her.

      Her eyes were languid, slow with need and desire. “Yeah,” she said. “Ready.”

      “Good. Remember to breathe,” I reminded her. Leaning forward slightly, I knitted my hand into the hair at the back of her head and guided her mouth down onto me, keeping her head steady against my length. Half my dick slid into her mouth easily and I growled at the way her lips tightened, creating tension and intensity.

      Once I was all the way in her mouth, as far as she could take me comfortably, she glanced up at me, and nodded once to tell me she was ready for more. Using gentle but steady force, I pressed her head down until I felt my tip penetrate her throat. Her gag reflex bucked her back but she fought through it. I didn’t push her further, not yet, and felt so fucking proud when I felt her body relax.

      She was learning and learning fast. Taking my cock deep, listening to my pleasure over her most basic instincts?

      “What a perfect little slut you are for me.”

      I felt her smile against my cock more than a saw it. My words had the effect I’d intended, and coaxed her out of her gag reflex further and further. She took me deep into her throat, so fucking deep, in a blowjob that was messy and tearful and wet.

      Fucking perfect.

      Fucking heaven.

      But before I felt ready to shoot my cum halfway down her throat, I stopped her midway down my shaft. She glanced up at me, panicked almost, as I forced her way down onto my cock, and then yanked her off of me. She sucked in a desperate breath and her eyes filled up with tears, as she laughed at herself a little.

      “Sorry,” she said, wiping away the tears.

      “Don’t be,” I told her. “Because I’ll tell you this: you never look more beautiful than when you’re gagging on my dick. And you will always be my equal, even when you’re on your knees.”

      She smiled that world-stopping smile of hers and cleaned some of her thick saliva off of the tip. Once she was done cleaning me up, she rested her chin on the head of my cock, and looked up at me for her next order.

      I didn’t give her one. Instead I scooped her up in my arms and carried her over to the bed, laying her down on her back, heels to the edge of the mattress.

      “Now it’s my fucking turn to kneel for you, beautiful,” I said, as I took my place between her legs with my mouth on her pussy.

      She whimpered when I teased her clit between my teeth. With one hand on each of her inner thighs, I pushed her legs back, opening up her slit wide to expose all of her to my tongue and lips.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watched her grip the sheets in her fists. I knew what she wanted, but I knew that she was too obedient to ask. Letting go of her thighs for one second, I grabbed her hands and put them on the back of my head, where she always liked them to be.

      “Thank you,” she whispered as she ran her fingers through my hair.

      I ate her out like a starving man, plunging my tongue inside her sometimes, other times teasing the edges of her clit. I knew what she really wanted, and after a while I gave it to her, using the back of my tongue to flatten out her clit against her pubic bone, rolling it against her to vary the pressure without ever losing contact.

      “Oh my god,” she said, slapping the mattress with one hand. “I’m going to…”

      Before she even said the word I’d pushed her over the edge. And come she did, a roaring and aggressive orgasm that made her body buck like a fucking wild thing. Her thighs tightened on either side of my head but I fought her, forcing her legs back and making her funnel all that fury through her cunt and into my mouth.

      For the first time ever, she squirted for me as she came, shooting that honey sweetness into my mouth in a few delicious pumps.

      “Goddamn, I am one lucky motherfucker,” I snarled at her as I rose up to standing and put my cock at her opening.

      She was still writhing from her orgasm, and I stilled her with my hand on her throat. At the same time, I penetrated her hard and ruthlessly, with no warning at all. She sobbed with both pleasure and pain as I fucked her, and I felt those sobs in my hand through her throat as much as I heard them for myself. It was fucking intoxicating, taking her to this place where she was out of control, knowing that I, and only I, would ever have the power to take her there. And bring her back whole.

      I fucked her so hard that tears brimmed in her eyes.  Every thrust made my balls swell even more, my cock ache even harder. I loved her so much I wanted to destroy her, and I knew that the very next word out of her mouth would be stop. Just when I knew she was at her breaking point I caged her in with my arms and flipped her, so that she was on top.

      She was a fucking beautiful mess, there on top of me, her skin red from my hands, her hair all tangled, her makeup smudged like some naughty little whore. She’d never looked more beautiful. And I’d never wanted to shoot my seed inside her more than I did right then, right there.

      Without missing a beat, she began to ride me, pulling herself together and finding her power once again as she did.

      Slowly, she found her rhythm. Slower than I liked, gentler, but fucking hot even still. She tucked her sweet little toes up, so that the tops of her feet pressed against the tops of my thighs. For a long time she rode me like that, slow and gentle, knowing full well that it wouldn’t get me to orgasm. But it made me fucking crazy all the same. It got me so close that it pissed me off and she knew that. And enjoyed it. Reveled in that power of owning me, just as much as I owned her.

      With a roll of her hips, she lowered herself all the way down onto me, until the tip of my cock compressed against her cervix, sending a shockwave of pleasure up through my balls and into my abdomen.

      She looked me in the eye, clenched my cock with every ounce of strength in her god-given pussy, and said, “Do your fucking job and come for me. Right now.”

      Holy fuck. Those words. That attitude.

      My orgasm caught me completely off guard. Since the beginning, I’d been fucking powerless against her—now, more than ever before.

      “You little brat,” I growled as I shot my hot cum into her sinfully tight little cunt. “You perfect fucking brat.”
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      The next morning, I pressed into her from behind before she was even awake. Fucking her into consciousness, I held her close, going slow, being gentle, keeping her close and safe. She inhaled slowly, sighing as she realized what I was doing.

      “Hello, husband,” she said, soft and sweet. She was facing away from me, but I could still see her cheek pinch with a smile. Pulling her closer, I nestled my jaw against her and kissed her neck. I looped my arm around her hips and she tucked her knees, giving me better access into that pussy that I craved so fucking much.

      “Sleep alright?” I asked her, flexing my ass to get deeper inside and relenting only once I felt my balls brush the back of her thighs.

      “Did we sleep?” she said, her voice all sleepy and sexy.

      “Nah, but who fucking needs it?” I asked, as I nibbled her earlobe. “I don’t need to drink. I don’t need to eat. The only thing I need to survive is you.”

      She laughed softly, hardly more than a wrinkle of her nose and a shiver of her body. But it was enough to draw me out of my early-morning brooding intensity. If she was happy, I was happy. Easy as that.

      Keeping my left arm tight against her breasts, I slid my right arm down her body and found her clit with my fingers. I kept my thrusts steady and regular as I stimulated her clit, feeling it swell between my fingertips. As her breaths became less regular, more jagged, I knew she was getting close. Every time I brought her to ecstasy, I could feel her trusting me to guide her more and more. That was exactly where I wanted her to be; I needed her to know, in her soul, that I understood her pleasure, better even than my own.

      “I’ve got you,” I growl-whispered against the shell of her ear. “So just fucking let go.”

      She surrendered then to me, completely, dissolving into my arms and letting herself ride the pleasure that I was giving her. Before long, she was coming strong but soft, gripping and then releasing my dick with wave after wave of her orgasm.

      Once she was finished, I stayed inside her, holding her close and feeling her drift off to sleep. But then a knock came at the door—it was one that I expected, but she didn’t. She jumped in my arms and groaned at the interruption.

      Normally, I’d have been pissed as well. But this time was different. The surprise behind the door wasn’t just breakfast; it was something that I’d wanted her to have from the first second I saw her. Something she and she alone deserved.

      Kissing her cheek, I pulled out of her, which she met with a disappointed whine. Just for good measure, I gave her ass a slap before grabbing the sheet and going to answer the door.

      “What was that for?” she asked, rolling around happily to face me.

      “To keep you in line, Princess,” I said, and then opened the door.

      In came a line of three servants carrying coffee, tea, fruits, eggs, bacon. The fucking works. Valeria met every unveiled plate and tray with excited oohs and ahhs. She slipped on a silk robe, fastening the tie into a bow, and picked up a freshly baked chocolate croissant. I watched her sink her teeth into it, totally unconcerned by the mess it was making all over her, and instead moaning into the fresh pastry and melted chocolate. That’s my girl.

      Once breakfast was served, my valet appeared with the carved wooden box I’d been waiting for. I took it from him with a conspiratorial wink, and he returned the gesture with a polite nod and a hint of a smile. Locking the door behind him, I turned to her and carried the box over.

      “What’s that?” she asked with her mouth half-full, covering her lips with her hand. The stack of rings I’d given her for her wedding glinted in the morning light—my mom’s diamond engagement ring, my aunt’s rubies, my great-grandmother’s pearls, and finally a big whopping infinity band of ice-blue sapphires that I’d had made as her wedding ring. It was a hell of a lot of jewels for one finger, but not even close to all she deserved.

      Holding the box in both hands, I offered it to her.

      She blinked with excited surprise and did her best to dust off her croissant crumbs. “Should I open it?”

      Her naivete and innocence still fucking killed me. So goddamned cute it made my heart hurt.

      “That’s the idea. But let me ask you first. Your family, your royal family, did any of them wear a crown?”

      She shook her head, looking exasperated. “I’ve only seen paintings. I’ve never met the rest of my father’s family, not since he scandalized them by marrying my mother.” She glanced off to the side, narrowing her eyes slightly as she looked back in her memories. “Of course, there was a crown on my paternal grandmother’s side as well, that’s the side that insisted we keep out titles, otherwise my grandfather would have disowned us completely. But my grandmother had her own wealth when he married her, her own lands. She’s dead now, of course, there was a day of mourning for her, but what did my father say? A small kingdom that doesn’t even exist anymore. Rich, but completely absorbed into Praque when they married. That crown was platinum, with rose gold filigree. And diamonds, all these millions of tiny round diamonds. There’s a painting still hanging in my father’s house, of a woman who’s supposedly my great-great-great grandmother or something. Apparently nobody has any idea what happened to the crown in the picture. The painting is completely worthless, otherwise it probably would have been used to pay off gambling debts.” Valeria rolled her eyes. “But apparently he can see his mother in that woman. And she’s so beautiful. Honestly, you’ve never seen anything as beautiful.”

      Fuck yes, I had. There was no jewel on the planet that could compete with her beauty, but now wasn’t the time to fight about that.

      

      Without another word, I flipped open the box. Inside sat that very same platinum gold crown with rose gold details, encrusted in thousands of pinhead-sized diamonds.

      Her expression was absolute, utter surprise. “Vasile, how did you….”

      Placing the box on the bed, I lifted the crown out of it. “Turns out your family and mine have been playing poker for a long time. Your great-grandfather lost it to my great-great uncle in a poker game. My mother told me about it on the eve of our wedding.  A gift.  Sealing our families together.  For good this time. Since the minute I met you, I knew this was destined to be yours. I’m just fucking grateful to be the one that gets to return it to you.”

      Valeria stood before me, misty-eyed, blinking back tears as she smiled up at me. Carefully, tenderly, I placed the crown on her head and then knelt at her feet.

      I took her hand in mine and kissed it. “You might be a princess, but you are my Queen. I promise to spend my life honoring you and protecting you. And loving you. Forever.”

      Valeria let out an embarrassed, tearful gasp, and gripped my arms to pull me up to standing. Then she wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me, with her tears between our lips. And my tears, too.
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        Valeria

      

      

      

      18 Months Later

      

      Vasile lay in bed naked beside me, resting his ear to my round belly, listening to the baby. I gently ran my fingers through his hair, noticing for the first time a few silver hairs in his sideburns.

      I wasn’t sure how it was possible, but every single day he seemed to be even sexier than the last. And every single day I grew to love him more than I ever thought possible.

      The baby kicked. I watched Vasile’s face light up and he whispered, “Holy shit.  He’s strong,” glancing at me with the most contented, delighted twinkle in his eye.

      I nodded at him, biting my tongue, waiting for the little one to do it again. The baby knew when Vasile was nearby, I was sure of it, and I could almost imagine chubby baby thighs kicking with joy when she felt him listening for her.

      “You know it’ll be a girl, don’t you?” I whispered.

      He narrowed his eyes, pretending to be all stern and angry. “It’ll be a boy. I keep telling you. The first one will be a boy.”

      I shook my head, snuggling into the pillows that surrounded me and propped me up.

      “Nope. Girl. I can see her in my dreams already.”

      Vasile wasn’t buying it. He replied with a scowl, a flutter of his jaw muscles, and a low, growly, “Wanna bet?”

      “Don’t you dare,” I said, teasing him, pretending to be angry and disapproving. All that was just for show. I knew he wouldn’t, never again. He’d given me his word and had stood by it. Just as he had stood by me and always would.

      Vasile laughed a little and calmed me down with a wink. He placed his big hands on either side of my belly, gently stroking my skin, looking as blissful as I had ever seen him.

      I let my mind drift, wondering—for the thousandth time—if anybody deserved to be as I was. I was so happy and Vasile and I were so happy together that at times, I almost felt guilty. And it still seemed surreal, impossible to me, that everything had turned out all right. But it had.

      Natasha was doing better than ever. Her eyes were bright, she was strong and healthy, and she was devoted to Daniel. Away from Petre’s influence, the Greengallows and Daniel had helped her get past the drug addiction he’d forced on her.

      As for Petre himself, he was no more of a threat to me now than an injured polar bear a thousand miles away. He would be serving his sentence for a very long time, and once it was over Vasile had promised to put him in charge of overseeing shipping up north, a job so cold, desolate and thankless that I even felt a little bit bad for him. But only a little.

      We lay together in the very bed where he’d first claimed me as his, in that strange and wonderful old manor house with its orangery and swimming pool and beautiful gas lights. And the running water, my God, the running water, still the most delightful miracle to me every single day.

      Only now, that wonderful old place truly belonged to us, not just in name. We’d claimed it as ours and were putting our own stamp on it. Slowly we were having it fixed up as we wanted it to be. Replanting the gardens, repainting the rooms, filling each space with the things we loved. It felt like home already. We’d even had one wing of the house redone for my parents, who’d moved in with us last month. My father still gambled, but over bridge games with my mother and Vasile’s parents, and then only for pennies. Literally pennies. I made sure of it before every game.

      On the tray beside us in bed were all my favorite things to eat at the moment—chocolates and caramels, candied ginger and blackberry pastilles.

      Whether it was a girl or boy, the baby certainly liked things sweet. I was more than happy to oblige. I took a chocolate-dipped gooseberry from a small silver tray, letting my eyes flutter shut as I savored it. As I did, I must have moaned in that particular way that drove Vasile wild, because in return he growled at me, shifted his head away from my belly, and straddled me, firmly pumping that beautiful, rock-solid cock.

      Reaching past my belly, I took it in my hand. My clit responded instantly and a trickle of wetness slicked my thighs. I wetted the tip of Vasile’s cock with my own juices, and then gently rubbed circles around the tip, feeling the veins and tissue grow even more in my hand.

      He took his cock from me, rubbing the shaft against my clit, not looking up to meet my gaze but instead intently watching himself part my folds. I felt him tease my opening, then adjust his position in order to begin penetrating me.

      As he did, he reached forward and grasped my left breast in his massive hand, leaning down over me as he did.

      “Fuck, I cannot wait for you to make milk for me,” he said, sucking greedily on my nipple before biting it, hard enough to make me hiss as my eyes rolled back in my head. He let my nipple go with a sucking pop and slid his hand behind my ass, plunging deep into my pussy. The baby kicked like crazy as he entered me fully, and Vasile smiled down at me as he pressed his hand against my stomach once more. “This, right here, is fucking heaven,” he said, driving into me deep and slow.

      Arching my head back, I melted into the softness of the bed and the pillows, opening my body and soul to him completely, letting myself be swept up by the pleasure and pain that only he knew how to give. Him, the center of my world, the love of my life, the father of my children. My husband. My ruler.

      My prince.
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        Vasile

      

      

      

      Twenty Years Later

      

      “Ekatarina, watch your footwork!” Valeria shouted as our daughter moved forward for a strike. “Keep your guard up. Be ready for a counter! That’s it! That’s my girl!”

      I laughed softly to myself. I knew for a fact that Ekatarina didn’t hear a word from the crowd when she was in the zone. She’d told us both so many times that all her focus was on winning, on watching her opponent, on timing every strike and counter. Nevertheless, to an outside observer it would look like she was following every instruction from her mom. Six hours a day training will do that. It was the same for her twin brother, Karl, when he fought his last opponent twenty minutes before.

      For both our firstborn children, fencing was their life. And if Ekatarina could win that round, one of them would be walking away with the trophy.

      I was so proud of them both. So proud of all our seven children. To my eyes, they could do no wrong—even when they were two years old like our youngest, Sven, and liable to toss their toys against the glass cases of mementos at all times of the day. Right now, the other five were at home, being watched by both sets of grandparents.

      “Remember when we were like that?” I murmured, pointing across the room, into the crowd. Valeria ignored me, fist pumping the air as Ekatarina moved in for the final strike.

      “Yes! Oh, yes!” She turned and threw her arms around me. “We won. Ha! Both our kids in the final, what do you say to that, oh husband?”

      I chuckled and wrapped my arms around her. “Well done. Your tutoring paid off. Although I think Ekatarina won, not us.”

      “Details,” she said dismissively, reminding me more and more of my own mother each day. “What were you trying to say?”

      “I was just asking if you remembered when we were like Ekatarina and Sophia. The way they look at each other. The way they support each other. It just makes me happy, that’s all.”

      She glanced around to where I had been pointing, and the smile spread over her lips as she watched Sophia jumping up and down on the spot, trying to see over the heads of the crowd who had stood for applause. She was so much shorter than Ekatarina, who took after me in that regard.

      “As I recall,” Valeria said playfully. “The first night we met, you kidnapped me from my boarding school. I hope you aren’t going to encourage the same behavior in your daughter.”

      “And if I hadn’t, you would have been forced to marry my brother. I made the right choice, and I’d do it again. What’s more, if Sophia was in a similar situation, I’d lend Ekatarina the horse to go rescue her.”

      “Rescue, indeed. Is that what we’re calling it now? You old romantic.”

      Valeria shook her head and I wrapped my arms around her from behind, pulling her into me. She squirmed when she felt my erection pressing into her ass, which only made me grow harder, and I leaned my head down to her shoulder, kissing her bare neck.

      “Stop that,” she hissed. “You know how you get and we can’t do anything about it right here, right now.”

      “Too late,” I murmured, nibbling at her chin, watching the blush rise on her face as she glanced around at the crowd surrounding us. “When’s the final?”

      “It’s a ten minute breathing break! There isn’t enough time.”

      “Enough time for me to get my mouth on this sweet little cunt,” I said, sliding my hand down, pushing her skirt between her legs. “Nobody will be using the changing room, especially if it’s only a short break.”

      Valeria drew a long, deep breath, grinding herself against my fingers. “I shouldn’t. We shouldn’t.”

      “Oh, we definitely should. Come on.”

      Twenty years wasn’t enough for me to lose even an ounce of the passion I once felt for her. If I lived another thousand, it still wouldn’t be enough. To my eyes, Valeria only grew more beautiful, more alluring with every year. My desire for her increased with every moment we spent as husband and wife. And right now, I needed to worship her.

      As she lay back on the wooden bench in the changing room, I knelt before her, pushing her knees wide, the wet spot on her panties only making me more needy. I moved forward and took a long inhale, then listened to the moan fall from her lips as I licked her through the soft material.

      “Vasile, please… We don’t have much time.”

      “Time enough,” I rumbled, then pulled her panties aside.

      Inserting one fingertip, I began to lap at her clit, feeling it swell and heat beneath my tongue. I hooked my finger, her breaths coming faster and faster as I stroked and lapped at her opening. Her skirt fell around my face, but I didn’t care, the feel of her thighs nestled on either side of me, the squelching of my finger, the scent of her building release, was enough for me.

      I gripped her hips as she started to buck. They were softer now, her body growing curvier as she aged, and I loved that there was more there to hold onto. I loved the way her tits swelled beneath her bodice, loved the way her body looked when I watched her take a bath, the way her belly had just a little softness.

      “Vasile, stop. I’m going to… What will people think? Oh, God!” She squealed, arching her back, and I laughed as I continued to suck and lick at her clit. It was a shame our time was limited, or I would have eased off, made her ride the wave and then started again.

      As it was, I had other ideas.

      “Let them think what they like,” I growled. “Soak my face. Soak your dress. I want it all, Princess.”

      “Oh my. Oh, fuck. Oh, Jesus, please…”

      Her hand began to slap the side of the bench as she got nearer to climax, but I didn’t relent. I moved faster, adding a second finger to join the first and waiting for that explosion. I knew we had only a few minutes. I’d be walking out there still wiping my wife’s release from my face, my beard soaked with it. I didn’t care.

      “Do it, Valeria. Do it for me, Princess.”

      “Vasile, I…”

      Her body stilled for a moment, and I waited, then she screamed as she let forth her release. I drank every drop I could catch, savored the flavor of her, knowing that I’d want more later. When we were home, in our own bed, I’d demand everything. And she would give it to me, because Valeria never denied me. I was her husband. Her lord. Her king. She would never say no.

      “All right, baby,” I whispered as I gently stroked her tender lips. She gasped for breath, fingers gripping the wooden bench. “That’s it. Take a moment.”

      “Vasile, I…” She moaned, and I felt her legs squeeze together on either side of my face. It made me laugh as I withdrew, standing up, still licking my lips. “I love you,” she said. “I’ve always loved you. Right from that first moment, when you knocked my cigarette case out into the night snow.”

      I laughed, nodding, then leaned down and kissed her gently on the lips. “I’ve always loved you, Princess Valeria. And I always will.”
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        Dani Wyatt used to feel bad about having such dirty thoughts. Luckily, one day, she decided to start writing them down. Her ultra-obsessed, alpha heroes have a wicked possessive streak and an insatiable libido. Her heroines are intelligent, quirky, and worry about having too much muffin top. So, if you like your insta-love over the top, super-hot, with a little more plot and always a happily ever after, you’re in the right place.

      

      

      

      
        
        She’s fighting middle age like a warrior and lives an average life battling gravity. When she's not writing, she is probably laughing about some irony (like the fact that A-1 Steak Sauce is vegan), reading, riding her horse, or looking cross-eyed at some piece of technology sent to ruin her day.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT NIKOLAI

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nikolai Andrew has been writing stories as far back as he can remember. His elementary school teachers used to have him stay after class to try to explain some of his more creative work but with a to-die-for smile and wisdom beyond his years, he always managed to charm his way out of trouble. Not much has changed, except he’s now found an outlet for his stories where he can show off a bit of his darkness, a dash of dominance and a sprig of hopeless romantic topped with a whole helping of hot.

        When he’s not writing, he’s playing with his many aquariums, searching for rocks, enjoying cheap vodka and making waitresses blush. He’s got a penchant for vintage Playboy’s and Vargas girls and a weakness for giving out spankings and cookies. Drop him a line anytime. He loves to hear from readers. Especially their own ideas on what he should write next.
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        Nikolai & Dani
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