
        
            
                
            
        

    




Chapter 1





The convent’s heavy door clanged open.

A familiar voice thundered throughout the keep, easy to hear from two floors away. “Julia. Julia? Where the hell are you? Put down whatever boring task you’re working on in this dreadful place and get your ass down here right now. It’s important.”

Julia pinched the bridge of her nose and took a deep breath. Oh hell. Not today. She tossed down her quill and pushed aside her “boring task”—translating ancient Punic text into both Greek and Latin. She exhaled and stood from her desk, using a cloth to carefully wipe ink off her fingers.

She hadn’t heard her sister’s shrill voice in over two years, and she’d recognize that demanding tone anywhere. They might be close in age and both raised at the palace, but Galla and Julia had lived entirely different lives. Galla was a creature of the court and Julia was the bastard banished to a convent. Although this wasn’t so bad considering she’d wanted nothing to do with those narcissists. She was a ghost to those people, so why couldn’t they just leave her alone?

Rapid footsteps tapped down the hallway and Lara, the wide-eyed new recruit, skidded to a breathless halt in the doorway. “Julia,” she panted. “You’re not going to believe this, but the Princess is here to see you, and oh my gosh, she’s brought the Queen with her!”

Julia blew out a puff of agitation. Oh great god, Galla had brought Sonja along too? What the hell…? “Yes, I heard, please tell them I’ll—”

“No, you don’t understand, they’re not even waiting to meet with Mother Superior first, they’re just…oh…”

“Out of my way!” a voice barked.

Lara’s shocked face disappeared, replaced by two regal women who were boldly crowding into Julia’s room as if they had every right to be there.

“Tell the others we do not want to be disturbed,” the Princess ordered as she slammed the door shut behind her.

Queen Sonja paused, wrinkled her nose, and glanced around the room with disdain.

Typical.

“Why are the two of you here?” Julia clipped.

“This is where you live? You chose this hovel for yourself over a noble marriage?” the Queen asked, as rail-thin and sharply beautiful as ever, her elegant dress sweeping along the floor as she walked around the small space. “Is this the entirety of your quarters, or is there more here and I’m not seeing it?”

“Yes,” Julia sighed. “This is where I live and I’m lucky to have it to myself. It’s just this cell and the narrow bed. We all live like this. Why—?”

“Oh dear god, did you hear what happened?” Galla cried as she swept her elaborate robe off her shoulders and dropped it onto Julia’s neat bed, revealing a pale blue gown that cost enough to house a family of four for a whole year. “Do you know what those creatures are doing now?” her half-sister demanded.

Worry soured Julia’s stomach. “No,” she paused. “What’s happened?”

“Wait, I’m confused. Let me get this straight,” Sonja cut in, waving her bejeweled hands in the air, “it’s just this bed, that tiny desk over there, the chamber pot and that’s it?”

“Mother, please, pay attention,” Galla responded sharply. “Julia lives in a convent, what did you think it was going to look like?”

The Queen grimaced. “Better than this!” She pulled out a purple silk scarf, dusted off the only chair in the room and sat on the spindly seat.

Galla gritted her teeth and threw her hands up. “We’re here to talk about me. Me. You can judge Julia’s life and her accommodations later.”

“Huh,” the Queen grumbled as she settled her skirts around her. “Obviously wine and refreshments aren’t going to be served in this place either. Might as well carry on.”

Galla turned and pegged Julia with a determined icy blue stare. “Julia, we’re here because that asshole Vandal king has demanded that I be given to him as tribute.”

Julia sucked in a sharp breath and sat down heavily on the bed. “Tribute? What…?” she choked.

“Right? It’s ridiculous.”

“B…but that doesn’t make any sense,” she sputtered. The terrifying grey-skinned creatures from beyond who called themselves Vandals were, at least for now, keeping to themselves in their tent city. She hadn’t heard much out of them since they’d arrived and massacred the Goths. In reality, she barely knew anything about the mysterious creatures. “Those beasts understand diplomacy? I thought they were more animal than men and they’d eventually migrate elsewhere.”

The Queen pursed her lips. “That’s what we’d all hoped, that they’d winter here and move on. But they’re smarter and richer than any of us thought. There’s less than two hundred of them out there, but they have the fighting ability of an army of five thousand. And they’ve learned to speak our language, yet no one can understand theirs because it’s nothing but grunts and snarls.”

Julia blinked. Grunts and snarls?

The Queen’s eyes narrowed to two hard flints of blue ice. “Those creatures are making themselves at home here. They’re rebuilding the palace and planning on moving in. And they have a king who’s going around the city, tossing gold to bureaucrats like its candy. All he has to do is snap his terrible claws and those idiots run to do his bidding.”

“Yes, yes, all of this is awful. But Julia,” Galla said, “this disgusting King of the Vandals wants to breed me!”

Julia’s mouth dropped open. Her mind flashed to the curved horns, the fangs, claws and the enormous battle-beasts they shifted into. “Breed you? Are you sure that’s possible? I mean, how can a woman survive something like that?”

“Oh, the Vandals can have sex with us.” Queen Sonja acknowledged. “Didn’t you know that? This is what happens when you hide yourself in a convent, dear. Life passes you by. Meanwhile, those creatures are out there, getting our women pregnant. They don’t have any of their own females with them, so they’re using us to have children. The King of the Vandals expects to beget an heir off my daughter in order to solidify his hold on the city.”

“Oh no,” Julia whispered. This was bad. Really bad.

Horde after horde of barbarians had recently stormed through the empire, each successive wave of heathens weakening their defenses until it came to this…the capital of the Western Empire sacked three weeks ago by an army of Goths. Her father and brother had died bravely on the battlefield defending the city against overwhelming odds, and afterwards the Goths had raced inside the walls—raping, pillaging, and lighting whatever they could on fire.

Three days later, the Vandals had suddenly arrived on the plain, almost two hundred battle-beasts strong. A ridiculously small force in comparison to the Goths, but they’d slaughtered the vicious barbarians in a short but bloody battle, taking the city for themselves. This turn of events had stunned everyone. The Vandals had killed the Goths? Literally, no one had seen this coming. They were all grateful to the beasts for showing up unannounced and tearing the Goths limb from limb, of course they were. But now everyone was instead wary of the Vandals because they hadn’t left yet and Yorma remained under the control of creatures who’d arrived here from beyond the stars. The Western Empire had been weakened by barbarians to the point where creatures who weren’t even men had been able to take this prize for themselves.

Her head was still spinning from all the details.

“Oh yes,” her sister gritted. “And get this…that…that creature has specifically asked for the ‘virginal Princess Galla,’” she said, using air quotes. “And he wants me left and offered as sacrifice to him on that stupid Pagan altar up in the mountains. It’s so ridiculous. He’s a beast, a dim-witted monster, how does he even know who I am?”

Julia blinked. This was getting stranger and stranger. “Wait, virgin sacrifice is still a thing? That hasn’t happened for over a hundred years.”

“Apparently it still is,” the Queen growled. “And we don’t have a real mayor anymore. The acting mayor is a weak pissant afraid of his own shadow. He caved to the creature’s demands in less than an hour, only as long as it took for him to write a reply and send it off with a messenger. He gave away the life of my daughter without a second thought.”

“And for a large sum of gold,” Galla snorted.

A muscle ticked along Sonja’s jaw. “That too.”

Julia shook her head, completely confused. “How can this be? Everyone knows that you’re not a…”

Galla stood up and began pacing the cell. “Of course I’m not a virgin. It’s not like it’s a secret. That’s how stupid this Vandal is! And what was the mayor thinking? He’s giving me up as the sacrificial virgin and yet it’s common knowledge that I gave my virginity away years ago to Serius, or was it to that gladiator? I don’t know. I can’t remember, it’s a blur. But if that Vandal finds out he’s not fucking a virgin and making her bleed, I’ll be banished.”

“Banished?” Julia breathed. “Oh come on, no one does that anymore. Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.” Galla stopped and turned to look at her. “The Vandals banished Noeme last week.”

“Noeme?” Julia squeaked. “They banished Noeme?” Even Julia, living in a convent, knew the vivacious daughter of the head of the Emperor’s Guard. Noeme’s popularity and party-girl notoriety were legendary.

“Yes, she’s gone. She’d been demanded as virgin sacrifice to one of those beasts. Apparently, he’d seen her in the city streets, noted her beauty and wanted her as his own. He ravaged her on the altar and discovered she wasn’t a virgin and…she was banished. Noeme’s dead, out in the wild lands.”

Julia swallowed hard. Witty, charming Noeme was…dead? Discarded like trash, just because she wasn’t a virgin for her husband?

Galla fisted the fabric of her gown. “If a maiden isn’t a virgin during the Vandal’s sacrificial ceremony she’s banished. Julia, this means they’ll lock me out of the city, and I’ll die in the forest, eaten by wolves. Do you hear me? I’ll die.”

Julia clenched her trembling hands in her lap. “That’s terrible Galla.” No matter how much she disliked her half-sister she still had no wish to see her dead. There’d already been enough death and destruction in their lives, there was no need for more. “I wish there was something I could do,” she answered with all the truth in her heart.

Galla sat next to her and met her gaze with red-rimmed eyes. “Actually, that’s why we’re here. I need your help.”

“But I can’t help,” Julia admitted. “I’m no use whatsoever in this situation. I live in a convent. I’ve no power or wealth.”

“Actually, you’re my only hope. You…you can go in my place. You can go through with the virgin sacrifice, pretending to be me.”

“What?”

“Yes. Mother and I are here because we want you to do this sacrifice instead of me. And why not? You’ll see, it’s a perfect idea.”

“I…I don’t understand.” Julia glanced over at the Queen who was sitting curiously still, her face devoid of expression.

“This is how it will work…I’m not a virgin, but you obviously are a virgin,” Galla explained, “a virgin who’s rotting away here in a convent without any male relatives left to pluck you from obscurity and arrange an advantageous marriage. Father is dead and so is Arcadia. What are we to do without them to protect us? We need to think of how we’re going to survive without their help. We have to somehow save this city ourselves.”

“Nooo.” Julia shook her head. A sour taste settled in her mouth as horrific images flashed through her mind of those hideous creatures in beast form. The sharp fangs, the black horns on their heads and the red-tipped ridges along their spines. The Vandals routinely sliced open the guts of their enemies, letting their organs spill to the ground in a wash of blood. “This isn’t a good idea. That beast will hurt whoever he weds, virgin or not.”

“Listen, I know it sounds scary, like I’m leading you to your death. But I have a plan. I really think if you go to him instead of me it won’t be that bad. If I married him, I would immediately be found not virginal and banished and left to die. But Julia, if you go in my place you’ll literally be the virgin he was requesting and the worst that will happen is he’ll rut you every day, twice a day.” She shrugged. “You need to be fucked anyway. Your scheme to hide out here and never marry was always stupid.”

“Galla,” Sonja gasped. “You’re being rude.”

Galla’s eyes flashed and her lips thinned. “It’s the truth, Mother. If I go, that creature will fuck me and discover I’m not a virgin and I’ll be thrown to the wolves. Look at Julia. No really. Look. At. Her. She’s a heathen’s sexual fantasy. She’s not delicate like I am, her hips are wider, her bones thicker. She’s got those huge, messy breasts. She can handle that monster’s lust better than I could. If he ravishes her, he’ll want to keep her. It makes sense for Julia to go in my stead. Besides, it will be for a short while.” Galla grabbed Julia’s clammy hand and looked into her eyes. “Julia, listen to me, Mother and I will immediately set sail to Constantinople and beg for help from Emperor Theodosius. He will not stand for this insurrection. The capital of the Western Empire cannot be ruled by creatures who fell out of the sky and aren’t even men, this isn’t right. God knows what they’ll do to us. The Eastern Empire will help by sending an army to decimate the Vandals and retake Yorma. You’ll be free. You’ll only have to deceive the Vandal king and put up with his disgusting touch for a short while. We just need you to distract him for a few weeks.”

“This won’t work. He’ll find out I’m not you. We aren’t twins.” It didn’t matter which sister was given to that beast, the result would be the same. Death. Neither of them was safe in this situation. She couldn’t tell Galla or Sonja the real reason she was living in this convent, but it definitely meant she was the worst possible candidate for this mission. It wasn’t safe for her to be out in public, let alone pretending to be a Princess.

“I leave tonight by ship,” Galla announced, like her crazy plan was a done deal. “The weather is kind this spring and I’m certain we’ll return in a matter of weeks. The Vandals have never seen me. We both have blond hair although yours is darker than mine, we’re near the same age, we’re both beautiful. Those idiots won’t notice. Our people will never give you away. They’ll be happy to help deceive those monsters so that Mother and I can go for help.”

“What if she becomes pregnant?” Sonja whispered.

Ice ran down Julia’s spine. “Pregnant?”

The three of them sat quiet for a moment, digesting that sobering thought.

Julia met Sonja’s gaze, wondering why this woman was pretending to care. Julia was the daughter of the Emperor and his favored mistress. It was said that Honorious and Julia’s mother, Helena, whom he’d met soon after his arranged marriage to Queen Sonja, had been in love. Sonja, a new wife and mother to Galla, had known her husband spent most of his time elsewhere, in love with another woman, and that everyone in the court knew it too. Julia’s mother had died in childbirth and Honorious had insisted that Julia not be sent away, but kept near him in the palace. Sonja must’ve put her foot down, creating boundaries because Julia had been raised nearby, but separate from her half-brother and sister, not part of the acknowledged family. Her father had loved Julia in his own way, but Queen Sonja had merely tolerated her with bland indifference, as if she didn’t exist.

But Sonja wasn’t indifferent, now, was she? Now they needed her.

Julia bit her lip, trying not to cry. This was a suicide mission.

These two women needed someone to distract the beast for a few weeks, not a mole who would bring more chaos.

Galla shrugged and lifted her chin. “It matters not if Julia becomes heavy with his spawn,” she answered. “After we return she can leave him and live with us after Theodosious retakes the city and kills the Vandals. Julia can either birth the creature and ship it back to its father if that beast is still alive, or….abort it.”

Julia’s hand went to her throat. “Galla,” she gasped. “I’d never give up my child.”

Galla snorted. “You’re so naïve. In the Eastern Empire all the women of the court have at least one bastard they never see. Besides it won’t be a real baby, it’ll be a disgusting thing with claws and fangs, basically an animal. Believe me, you’ll be happy to be rid of it.”

Julia swallowed hard. “Do either of you know any of the women who’ve given birth to their children? A woman who’s lived through their rutting, the labor, and delivered a healthy half-human, half-Vandal baby?”

Galla and Sonja shared a glance, then Sonja admitted, “No. No, we haven’t actually seen one of their children, or spoken directly to a woman who has had sex with one of them. But this doesn’t mean that it hasn’t happened. There are stories of whores who’ve pleasured them and people say they’ve seen a half-human, half-Vandal child. They call them halflings. And why would the Vandal king ask for Galla if he didn’t truly believe a healthy baby could be born?”

“Oh god,” Julia breathed.

“Listen, what I’m asking of you is actually not that hard,” Galla insisted. “All you have to do is spread your legs. Give him simpering smiles and pretend to enjoy his monster cock and meanwhile you’ll be ready to throw open the gates to the city when you receive the message that we’ve returned. Remember, all of the original leaders and soldiers in charge of this city are either dead or have fled for Milan. Citizens are packing up and leaving because they fear living under Vandal rule. Only the weak-minded men, the elderly, and the women and children are left to rebuild. The three of us are the last ones of our own line still here. The women in this city have to step up and save themselves from these creatures. I’ll be the one making sail tonight to bring back an army. Stop acting like your part in this is difficult. While you’ve been here hiding behind the walls of your quiet convent, the people of this city have been out there—dying! It’s time for you to put down your stupid quill and act.”

“Galla! That’s enough,” Sonja cut her daughter off. “Julia, remember if you follow through with this, the thing that will keep you safe is the fact that you’ll be considered that creature’s wife and he will treat you with care because of your status as the Princess who he believes can birth him a legitimate heir. He will keep you safe and healthy because he wants a son. They don’t have any females, so they need to use us to create offspring. I know we’re putting you in a difficult and treacherous situation, but we wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t imperative. If you can distract this king for a few weeks we can bring back the army that will regain our city. We need you to help us save the citizens of Yorma. Are you ready to do this? Can you do this?”

Julia closed her eyes for a moment. Galla was right about one thing, the women needed to act now to save this city. No one else could do it for them. She blew out a breath. Despite the terror that was eating her alive, and her fear that this plan would never work, she had to try, didn’t she? There was no other way. She would do this for her people. For her father’s legacy.

Julia opened her eyes and straightened her shoulders. “Yes,” she answered. “Yes, I can do this. I will be Galla’s stand-in at the sacrifice and I will do my best to keep the creature distracted so that you two can return with an army. And I will be there to open the gates for you when you arrive.” She wasn’t sure how long she’d be able to hold out and not ruin their plans and get herself killed, but she’d do her best.

Galla let out a sigh of relief.

“Galla,” Sonja growled. “Julia just agreed to stand in for you, allowing herself to be ravaged by this disgusting creature and possibly become pregnant with its spawn in order to save your life and the lives of her people. What do you have to say to her?”

“Thank you,” Galla grumbled. “Thank you…”











Chapter 2





Holy shit. Holy shit. Holy shit.

This was actually happening.

Normally in life, there’d be a day or two of delay before a plan this complex would be implemented. Time for a person to mentally prepare. Time to say goodbye to friends. But nope, Julia was barely allowed a moment to pack her quill and ink and gather some important documents before her half-sister and evil “stepmother” turned all business and dragged her off into a waiting carriage. She’d been speedily handed off to a bunch of cruel female taskmasters with barely a backward glance. Then the two of them left her behind and went straight to their ship to catch the tide.

Bitches.

Meanwhile, the team of Yorman women bathed, plucked, polished and dressed her to within an inch of her life. And now she was standing in front of a stone column, on a remote Pagan altar, being positioned like a doll for the offering.

“Lift your arms,” a harsh female voice rasped.

Julia clenched her jaw and did as ordered, obediently raising her hands above her head, making it easier for the attendants to do their work.

A glorious sunset of orange and pink blazed behind jagged mountains, signaling the eminent arrival of the starlit sky. Meanwhile, a blistering heat from the recently lit fire pit was now hot as Hades and causing sweat to trail between and underneath her heavy breasts. Ugh. And yes, her boobs were big and “messy.” Men consistently stared at her chest and not at her face. It was really, really annoying.

A gentle wind picked up, lifting her hair off her sweaty forehead and fluttering her purple gown out to the sides. She shifted on her high heels, trying to find a comfortable standing position on the raised dais, but it was basically impossible.

This evening was dragging on like a slow-moving catastrophe.

How could anyone be expected to patiently wait while being readied for sacrifice to a vicious, prowling beast? A monster from beyond the stars, who everyone said was already out there in the woods, waiting for its prize. The moment the women left, that Vandal would race in and…She swallowed hard against the lump in her throat, trying not to gag over the violent images that kept playing in her mind.

How could this be happening? That thing wasn’t even a real man… It had spiny scales along its spine and claws and fur and… And everyone was fully planning on leaving her here for him. And she was going to let it happen.

She whimpered and glanced down at herself. Her tits were barely covered. The flimsy skirt was lifting in the breeze, giving everyone a peep show. She was wearing literally no underclothes. Not a shift, or an undergarment or…anything but the silky slide of the barely-there dress they’d draped over her naked body, allowing easy access for the depraved monster.

Oh hell.

She bit her lip, trying to keep the tears back. She whispered verses of morning meditation, trying to keep her mind off the here and now. But eventually nothing could block this out. Nothing. This travesty couldn’t be happening in the capital of the Western Empire. Right?

And she was about to finally lose her virginity. This was supposed to be a momentous occasion with a man she loved—instead she was giving herself to a monster. And it was going to hurt like hell.

Another whimper escaped her lips.

If only she could return to her hiding place among the Sisters of the Moon. She’d hoped to remain there as long as possible. Father had loved her, but he’d also been readying to marry her off for political gain. His bastard daughter couldn’t be traded to a prince or king, but he could at the very least gift her to one of his buddies in court.

And no way in hell she would’ve married one of father’s sycophants. A man like that would get her pregnant and run for the far-off reaches of the empire, culling fame and glory. He would treat her and her children as distant possessions while bedding countless women, expecting her to remain faithful. And the man she married would be legally allowed to rape and abuse her, waste her inheritance on wine, women and gambling, and there would be nothing she could do but put on a brave face and do her best to protect her children.

Hell, no. Hell. No.

She’d seen this tragedy played out countless times at court. Wealthy Yormans married for monetary and/or political gain, never for love. The only way a noble-birthed young Yorman woman could gain any control over her life was to remain a virgin in a convent. And so that’s what Julia was doing.

Virgin. Convent.

Until now.

Her quiet cell and the surrounding gardens had been her shield against the machinations of the outside world. A place where she could remain calm and no one got hurt. But now she’d been dragged out of hiding and thrust into this charade and god knew what the result would be.

Her heart beat furiously in her chest as two women walked up the steps, dragging a set of chains. They glanced at her apologetically as they stood on step stools and shackled her wrists to the column. The heavy weight was more indignity than any girl could be expected to withstand. Couldn’t they at least leave her with a fighting chance against this beast? “No,” she pleaded. “Don’t.”

Thera, the older, hard-ass mistress in charge of this travesty, gave Julia a narrow-eyed assessment. “Princess,” she said with derision. “The Vandal king ordered you to be chained.”

Julia’s jaw clenched. It was all so ridiculous. “I don’t care what he ordered. Why can’t you leave these unlocked? Can’t we cheat, just a little?”

“Cheat?” the woman gasped. “There will be no cheating in this matter, the circumstances are too dire.”

“This is stupid,” Julia declared. “I don’t need to be chained like I’m some sort of flight risk. You’ve all spent the entire day primping me and I didn’t complain once. I came willingly. You know I don’t have a weapon. There’s no one I can ask for help. There’s nowhere that beast can’t find me. You can at least leave me with a bit of dignity while I await that…that monster.”

Thera’s lips formed a hard, thin line and she shook her head resolutely. “You don’t have any loyalty to us. You will run at the first opportunity and then the beast will kill us all.”

“What? I wouldn’t—” Julia sputtered, rattling the chains in frustration. “No loyalty? What makes you say that about me?” She was up here on this mountain, sacrificing herself in order to save her entire city and yet they didn’t trust her? What the actual fuck?

Thera waved a dismissive hand and lowered her voice. “You aren’t the real Princess. The Vandal king demanded a virginal princess as tribute and you’re all we’ve got that remotely fits that title. You will be chained and left out here alone for his claiming, as he requested. This is the only way to keep the millions of citizens of this city safe. You will sacrifice yourself for their safety. You will do this.”

“Of course I will do this,” Julia huffed. “That’s why I’m here. You didn’t have to drag me up here to play this game. But it’s…it’s scary being left here for that monster. Any of you would be scared too. And I’m just asking if you could maybe do me a bit of kindness and remove the fucking chains.”

Thera looked away, ignoring her.

Ugh. Mother Superior would be disappointed—all the hours spent tutoring Julia on moderation and clean language would be seen as time wasted. She’d left the convent only that morning and was already pissed off at the world and starting arguments and flinging out insults?

Julia took a deep breath, trying to remain calm.

But how could this woman think this about her? She was out here, ready to risk her own life for them and they didn’t trust her? It was fucking ridiculous.

And she really, really needed their help in this. There was an important fact she was keeping from everyone, a secret that could ruin all of their carefully laid plans. And removing the chains might actually improve the chances of Galla’s plan working. Julia took a deep breath; she had to try again. “I was banished to the convent for a reason,” she continued carefully, trying to hint at her problem, without actually giving anything away.

“Heh,” another female attendant snorted. “Yes. We all know why you were thrown in the convent. It’s because you’re a witch’s bastard.”

There was a murmur of agreement amongst the women on the dais. A few snickers of derision.

A shard of anger boiled in Julia’s veins. She gave a sharp shake of her head. There it was. Witchcraft had been outlawed ten years ago, and in this day and age, that’s all it took. They knew she was the daughter of a witch, which automatically made her an object of shame and ridicule. Even though her mother had died in childbirth and Julia had never in her life been in contact with another witch or exhibited a single spell, none of this mattered—she was still suspect. And if any of these women knew the truth, that she’d actually inherited magic from her mother, they’d turn on her in an instant—virginal sacrifice be damned. Citizens who’d claimed to be her friends would become her enemies in a heartbeat, because exterminating a witch was priority in any situation. And she didn’t have enough power to take on these women and guards all at once. They’d rush her and someone would slash her throat or knife her in the chest and Galla’s carefully laid plans would be ruined before they’d begun.

It was terrible living this way, knowing if her secret was discovered she’d be executed, and her head placed on a pike at the city gates for everyone to see. A terrifying symbol to ward off other witches. If she could rip the magic from her body she would, but there it was, a terrible burden.

She needed to follow through with this sacrifice—her job was to keep the battle-beast pleased and distracted and trick him into thinking she was Galla. Not just for tonight, but for weeks on end. She needed to be ready to open the gates to the city to the Eastern Empire. But her magic was a ticking time bomb that could ruin everything.

Who was she kidding? None of these women would be any help in this. She was on her own. And somehow, she would get through tonight and the next few weeks.

Somehow.

Julia’s heart thundered in her ears, her mind whirring with one massive, tumultuous thought: What if she accidentally killed the battle-beast tonight?

Really. What if?

She wasn’t sent to be an assassin. Killing the Vandal’s leader wouldn’t solve the problem of the creatures running this city. It would just enrage the beasts. What if they turned on the Yormans and began executing citizens in retaliation for the death of their king? The whole point of Galla’s plan was for the Vandals to be sitting docile in Yorma, unaware of the impending doom of the Eastern Empire’s arrival. If Julia killed the Vandal king on her wedding night all hell would break loose and she’d never have the option to throw open the gates for the Empire’s army, because she’d be dead.

A dead spy was no help at all.

There was no precision in her magic, just brutal force. She’d been living with a secret, uncontrollable power her whole life, without anyone to help her train. What if the beast triggered her power and she was unable to stop the magic? Ugh. Julia knew from experience that when she wasn’t able to control her extreme emotions bad things happened. People died when she couldn’t keep her magic at bay. It was why she lived in a convent. It’d been the only way to truly keep citizens safe from her out-of-control powers.

She evened out her breaths, determined to not injure anyone here on the dais.

“What does it matter if she’s a witch’s bastard?” announced a beautiful young woman with skin dark like fine mahogany. She stepped forward and gestured toward Julia. “None of that is her fault, she had no choice as to her birth. I’d actually heard that Honorious’s bastard was in a convent because she was some sort of female scribe. She’s right, she came here of her own free will to save us all. Shouldn’t we treat her better than this?”

Julia’s eyes watered at these kind words.

“No. No, I will not bend on this,” Thera shot back. Her storm-cloud eyes hardened. “She carries the taint of witches. She’s capable of anything.”

Julia closed her eyes for a moment, impotent rage washing through her.

“But she’s not a witch,” the young woman offered. “And she’s here without protest, ready to sacrifice herself for us. Isn’t that actually…heroic?”

There were a few murmurs of assent and nodding of heads.

“No, Jasta,” Thera barked. “No, I’m not yet convinced she won’t run at the first sign of danger. I have three sons. Three…” Her voice cracked. “Two of them died in the first attack by the Goths and now I only have one son still alive and I want to keep him that way.”

Julia rested her chin against her chest.

“Princess Galla,” Thera announced loudly, using Julia’s fake name in case any of the Vandals were nearby. “We have decided…”

Julia stiffened, her chest constricting.

“…that we shall leave you chained.” And Thera stepped close and snarled in her ear. “And if you don’t follow through with this sacrifice, I’ll kill you myself.”

Oh god. Her hands fisted.

Thump.

Thump.

Thump.

Julia became hyper-aware of the sound of blood swishing through heart chambers. Frightening sounds she knew only too well. Fear pierced her brain. Fear for herself, and fear for the other women nearby. She didn’t know whose heart she could hear beating, but she knew it was for her ears alone, and she needed to calm before her magic targeted one of these women and stopped their heart, striking someone dead.

She unclenched her hands, checked her breathing, and forced her shoulders and her muscles to loosen, doing her best to regain the control she’d learned from her time in the convent. She suspected Mother Superior would’ve been horrified if she’d known her medication techniques were being wasted on a witch. But it worked, and to Julia this was all that mattered.

The awareness of blood pouring through bodies faded. The magic receded into itself and she was Julia again. The Julia who toiled endlessly at her translations, who quietly ate dinner in the main hall and retired alone to her cell for evening meditation and bed. Not the Julia who’d almost killed her own father in a fit of rage. She closed her eyes and offered a quick prayer.

She didn’t want anyone accidentally hurt because of her. Ever again.

If only she could return to the peace, the quiet, the daily routine she’d relied upon so heavily. She was safe in the convent, removed from triggers that could push her over the edge. Others were safe with her there. But here, back in the world amongst people who could say and do unpredictable things, with motives she couldn’t expect, anything could happen. Anything. She’d lived in the convent in order to make it harder for her father to marry her off, and also to keep her magic locked away. And now she was being pushed into the exact situations she’d tried to avoid.

The women ignored her and went back to work. The sun had fully set, and the night was upon them. Stars glittered in the nighttime sky. The attendants rushed around, lighting candles and torches, finishing their duties. Finally, they were satisfied with the staging of their sacrificial virgin.

And Julia prayed that the Vandal king—the monster who would enter the clearing and brutally take her virginity—wasn’t going to be as terrifying as she’d heard. She foresaw the death of any husband who raised a hand to her, and yet here she was, being given to a violent grey-skinned creature who could shift into a battle-beast at any moment. It made little sense. In reality she’d needed to marry a kind, docile man. A scholar. A farmer. Marrying a violent creature wasn’t the best idea.

But nothing was the same as it used to be, was it? So much had happened, so many had died recently. Tears burned behind her eyes, threatening to spill. The one consolation, the one thing that made tonight bearable—this Vandal king wasn’t the male who’d killed her father. He was the enemy of her enemy. He’d come in behind the band of Goths who’d sacked Yorma. The Vandals had brazenly killed the Goth’s warlord, routing their army and declaring Yorma their prize.

Julia bit her lip. Tonight, he collected his prize.

Ugh. Would she ever understand these Vandals? They were wild—animalistic—and Julia didn’t understand their ways one little bit. She had no idea what their goals were. Did they want to keep Yorma intact, or did they want to kill most of the citizens and reform the city in the ways of their own strange beast-culture? No one knew.

Julia continued to chew her lip as she watched the women pack and ready themselves to leave. They walked quietly away, down the dirt path, and joined the guards stationed below with the horses and carts at the base of the mountain temple.

Jasta, the young woman with the short black hair who’d stood up for her earlier, paused to glance at Julia and offer a tremulous smile. Julia smiled back, silently thanking her for her random act of kindness. This vote of encouragement, no matter how small, was greatly appreciated.

And then they were done. The women left in a flurry of creaking wheels and murmured voices. And Julia was out there, alone. Her arms raised and shackled to a stone column. The quiet of the forest settled around her. Her nostrils flared and an emotional weight pressed against her chest.

She glanced around.

When would the monster arrive?











Chapter 3





A thunderous roar echoed in the distance, loud enough to shake the trees.

A shriek flew out of Julia’s mouth.

She twisted and yanked against the chains. Hot air puffed out of her lips. She strained, grunted and kicked out her legs. All to no avail. The monster was coming for her and she was stuck on the damn dais with no way out. A morsel for the taking.

There was another roar, closer this time.

Holy fuck.

Tears leaked down her cheeks, her shoulders shook with the weight of the fears racking her body. This beast was going to rape her. She’d put herself in this situation knowing exactly what would unfold, but thinking of it, and actually having it happen were two different things. She took a stuttering breath and used her raised arms to wipe against the wetness running along her cheek.

Weirdly, if she could just hide behind a tree—this would ease her fears. But being left out here chained for his pleasure, it seemed to make it all ten thousand times worse.

Julia whimpered.

Breathe, breathe, breathe.

Her mind flashed to a vision of her father and brother dying on the battlefield. She needed to be brave, like them. She was doing this for the citizens of Yorma, the people who’d scorned her but who she still cared for. She was the daughter of the Emperor. Yorman born and raised. And she needed to calm the fuck down or she’d kill this creature before this night got started, and then the rescue plan would be ruined.

Her jaw clenched.

The torches sputtered and the fire pit crackled.

The treetops thrashed and an enormous thing burst from the tree line. “Oh my god,” she gasped. A hairy, muscular, four-legged beast rumbled across the moonlit meadow, tearing up the grass. Even from this distance she could hear the giant claws pounding against the ground and the heavy breaths bursting from its deep chest as it ran, full speed—straight for her.

She swallowed against the lump in her throat, staring hard at the dark shape that moved closer and closer.

Battle-beasts were bulky but sleek. A combination of horned black ram, muscled bear and silver wolf. It ran on four legs, but she knew it could also stand upright like a man and wield weapons. The Vandals had built armor just for their beasts to wear on the battlefield, but this male was wearing none of it tonight. King Menundros of North Africa was known for his armored elephants, but elephants were nothing compared to a legion of battle-beasts in full armor.

When the Vandals crash-landed, two years ago, in the barren reaches of the empire Julia had heard every horror story, seen every unbelievable etching and drawing of their strange appearance. She’d listened to every song that had been written and watched reenactments in the town squares of the feared beasts as they’d slowly made their way, battle after battle, across countries, lakes, rivers and mountains.

They’d been a distant worry. Almost a make-believe tale—the Vandals were fantastical dolls and interesting merchandise sold at stalls. Until the feared beasts had arrived at the gates of Yorma and then it was all too real. After they’d killed the Goth king and routed the last of the decimated barbarian army across the river, she’d managed to sneak out of the convent and onto a corner battlement to watch the Vandals set up their tent city outside Yorma’s walls. She’d caught a glimpse of the few square boxes of strange shiny machinery that was said to be salvaged from their destroyed air ship. It was all the beasts had left from their original lands. Everyone knew the Vandals were unable to return from whence they came.

She’d always thought they were more beast than man, and that they couldn’t mate. Eventually they’d die off and nothing would be left of the creatures but stories retold by firelight. Except now she’d been recruited to birth babies for them.

After they’d arrived she’d watched from her hiding place, wide-eyed, as two of their gray-skinned males had instantly shifted from their man-like forms into the enormous battle-beasts and began a mock battle, complete with armor and weapons. It had been shocking and awe-inspiring. They’d stood upright on hind legs and attacked each other with ferocious bared fangs and razor-sharp claws, clashing horns, swords and heavy battle-axes. It was just exercise and training, but still terrifying for a civilian to witness. Their group was small compared to other armies in the empire, but their size and strength more than made up for the lack in numbers.

The Vandal crossed the meadow and reached the pathway. Oh hell. She chewed her lip. It prowled up the steps, its claws clicking on the stones. Then it was on the dais and stopped at the altar. Next to the flickering light of the fire pit stood the horrible King of the Vandals on all four of its thick, powerful legs, its head raised as it assessed her. Her breath caught as she openly stared at the creature, fear racing through her heart. This male was the largest of the battle-beasts, the one they all followed. Its shoulders reached higher than the flames of the pit and its head was enormous. The snout huge and the white fangs glistened in the light and yet its features were…proud? Haughty? The Vandal’s silver eyes glittered like liquid metal and the two horns protruding from its forehead shone like polished ebony.

Suddenly it rose up on its hind legs. Its jaw opened shockingly wide and it let out a booming roar, spittle flying from its mouth. Her hair blew back and the chains rattled. She grimaced and turned her head, tears leaking out of her eyes.

The beast hit the ground again on all four legs and approached her. She took a deep, calming breath and stared as it came even closer. It was watching her—intelligence evident in its liquid silver eyes. She could get lost in that dark gaze. The black horns, the fangs, the snout, the thick silver-tipped fur that undulated over its muscles. Oh wow. He was so freaking huge she had to lift her chin as it got closer. It came right up next to her, brushing its fur against her skin. The Vandal was so, so very close now, she could feel its warm breath on her cheek, which smelled curiously pleasant. And then it buried its nose in her neck and gently began sniffing.

Her body froze up with shock. “What are you doing?” she squeaked. She trembled as the creature rooted its snout in her hair, deeply inhaling her scent and managing to not tear her skin with its fangs. Why was it smelling her? The red-tipped black spines along its back rose and fell as it breathed, clicking back into place with each inhale and exhale.

Oh god, this beast was so terrible.

And yet she couldn’t help wondering—did she smell okay?

And then it leaned back and shifted in the blink of an eye. Julia gasped in shock. One moment it was the enormous spiny, silver-haired beast, with its snout buried in her neck, and then it had changed into a tall man-like form. There was no in between to these two distinct types—it was a battle-beast and then not a beast.

How did these creatures do this? Was it magic?

She blinked up at this male who now stood before her. If not for the black horns that still curved over the top of his head and those silver eyes, this male could be a Gladiator culled from the outer reaches. But then she got a better look at his face and changed her mind. The snout, fur and spines of its battle-beast form might be gone, but two fangs peeked past his brutal lips. He still had two enormous horns that burst out from the top of his forehead, super-sharp fangs and grey skin.

And only the dead had gray skin. Therefore, he looked vile, creepy, and not at all like a man.

And yet her traitor body trembled at his obvious strength and virility, despite his gruesome appearance. He was taller than any man she’d met, with wide shoulders and massive arms. His grim features and deep scowl revealed a creature that expected obedience and had the strength to back up his demands. This male was hideous and rough and completely unlike the civilized, clean-shaven men she’d been raised amongst.

Her gaze traveled down past his chest and her mouth dropped open. He’d shifted out of his battle-beast, losing all that fur, and now he was a grey-skinned, horned man without a stitch of clothing. And a very, very obvious erection bobbed in front of him. And she couldn’t stop staring. Was he that different from a man? And how would she know since she’d never seen a man naked and aroused? But she licked her lips because holy god, it was…beautiful? Thick, veiny and shiny grey. It literally seemed to throb with life.

That was going inside of her? Would it fit? How would it feel?

An embarrassing wave of heat flared between her thighs at the thought of touching that delicious shaft.

He was very close now and his silver eyes seemed to darken as his gaze moved up and down her figure, assessing her as she had him. She kept still, her breaths even and her features carefully blank as his eyes lingered on her cleavage.

Tonight was about duty and nothing more. And if this went badly, she wouldn’t feel pity for this creature. She refused. He’d chosen this path. He was the one who’d demanded this sacrifice. It was his own fault that Julia was here tonight, caught in his net. If he mistreated her and she couldn’t contain her magic, he would die. If he chose to not hurt her and she wasn’t upset, he would live. It was that simple. And she must never forget that this beast held her people in subjugation and her life in the palm of his hand.

What would he do with it?

Her body stiffened with fear. Up close she felt small next to him. She looked up, past the wide shoulders and corded neck. His monstrous face held no emotion, a mask she was unable to read. In the convent she’d heard whispers of the pain virgins were said to endure at the hands of their new husbands on their wedding night. She’d always wondered what exactly happened in the marriage bed. It saddened her to know this monster would be her first in everything, because she was certain there would be no desire, only pain.

His harsh gaze again ran down her body, stopping at the rise and fall of her breasts. Her cheeks warmed and she looked away. Never in her life had she been this exposed in front of a man. Her hard nipples were barely covered. She might as well be naked.

His claw-tipped fingers pinched her chin, forcing her back to meet his gaze.

Her skin heated at his touch. But this warmth, this glow, was not her magic, it was…she wasn’t sure what it was. This was new.

“You are not what I expected,” he said in a surprisingly pleasant voice.

Not what he expected? Oh hell. It took every ounce of will to keep her body and face still. Did he already suspect her deception?

His hand dropped to his side. “You are Princess Galla?”

“Y…yes,” she lied. “I’m Princess Galla.”

He stepped closer, pressing his heavy erection against her stomach. Her eyes widened. Heat and wetness rushed between her thighs, along with a flutter of pleasure along her lower belly. Oh wow. Wow.

“I am Alaric,” he rumbled.

“Alaric,” she breathed. The monster had an actual name?

He lifted a lock of her blond hair and rubbed it between his thick gray fingers tipped with razor-sharp black nails. “I am forced to live out my existence on your primitive planet,” he remarked casually, as if she weren’t half naked and chained to a column. As if two seconds ago, he wasn’t in the shape of a battle-beast. Like his dick wasn’t poking at her stomach. “And I’m tired of living amongst humans who attack us because they’re scared of beings not of this world.”

“Hew-mans?” She lifted her chin, still stunned that they were pausing to chat. “What does that word even mean?”

He sighed. “Your species is called human.”

“Spee-sheez?” What the hell was this creature speaking of?

The creature rolled his eyes. Actually rolled his silver eyes at her. “Sentient beings who evolve on a particular planet are considered the species of that planet. You and I evolved on different planets, therefore we are of different species,” he explained patiently. “The species on your planet is called human. I was born and raised on the planet K-Vindal and my species is Vandal. My crew and I accidentally crash-landed on this planet and now I am forced to live out my days here. I can never return to my home world.”

She couldn’t believe how much he was telling her, and how smart this creature sounded. He…he sounded like a man. Despite his fangs and his scary appearance, he was speaking perfect Latin. Even his accent was pleasant. She didn’t understand all of the new words he was using, but she did know it must be hard to live so far from home and never be able to return.

She rattled the chains as she shifted positions; those damn high heels were killing her feet. “I don’t understand half of what you’re saying,” she admitted, “but I know your ship from beyond the stars crashed here and you can’t repair it. I saw some of your other-world machinery when you moved into the tent city.”

He nodded. “Then you understand why I am here to claim you as my mate and fill you with my offspring. My crew needs a new home. We are tired of moving around your planet and we want to stay in Yorma. This union is the only way humans will recognize my continued claim on this city. I have smelled you and confirmed that you are my mate. Therefore, I will begin this human ceremony.”

She jerked at her chains. “Your mate?”

He bent and sniffed her hair again. Then he stood up straight and stared intently into her eyes. He put his claw over her lower stomach. “I am pleased to discover you are more than a pleasure mate, you are my true mate. Here, in your womb, our offspring will grow and our species will be joined through my heir. Humans will only stop attacking us if they see us settled as part of this planet. I need to publicly join the blood of mine with yours.”

Julia’s stomach swooped at his pronouncement, reminding her of what would happen between them that night.

“This”—he gathered the chains in his claw—“this human mating ceremony of yours is unusual but I will play along with what the humans want, to make you happy.”

“What are you talking about?” she gritted. “What ceremony?”

He gestured at the altar. “I will give you this.”

What was he talking about? “W…what do you think it is that I want?”

“I know you want me,” he said. “I can smell your arousal.”

To her eternal shame the juncture between her legs gushed with warmth. Her breasts were heavy, and her nipples were hard points of need. What had he done to her? She’d accepted that tonight she’d have horrific forced sex with a rough beast she didn’t want. She was prepared for the pain, for the humiliation, and for the possibility that her magic would flare out of control and she would stop his heart and find a dead beast on top of her. And she was also ready to be executed for his death in the cruelest way possible. She’d expected to play the martyr and take whatever this creature threw at her with stoic determination, endure any punishment the Vandals subjected her to, for the safety of her people.

But she hadn’t ever, in her wildest dreams, ever thought she’d actually want this beast.

And suddenly a rush of anger filled her heart and mind. How dare he chat with her as if this weren’t forced sex? How dare he pretend to be halfway nice and act like he was doing this for her? Asshole. She was freaking chained to a stone column in the middle of nowhere because of this creature. “I don’t want you!” she shrieked at the naked male standing in front of her, her breath ragged, jerking yet again against the chains. “You are a monster.” The magic coalesced heavily in her chest. It tingled throughout her body reaching for the monster, alongside the feelings of lust that were flaming ever brighter. “You are an uncivilized brute,” she raged, “a beast without honor—”

“Stop,” he growled. “Stop this human game. You know nothing about me. But you will learn. And we will start with this.”

This? Start with what? Breath rushed in and out of her chest. She was surprised she couldn’t hear the blood thundering through his veins. Typically by now, she’d already have hold of his heart.

And then something even more astonishing happened.

He…he…smiled at her. A smile of such beauty, it took her breath away. That monstrous face changed into a male with the sex appeal of an entire squadron of oiled Gladiators in loin cloth.

“Are you angry because I have not yet relieved your painful arousal?” he asked.

Her face heated, and it wasn’t because of the fire pit.

He bent down onto his knees before her and she couldn’t help but fixate on the heavy erection that bobbed as he moved. The crown was leaking thick, white liquid. She licked her lips which were suddenly so very, very dry.

The creature reached out and moved both sides of her dress aside so he could fully gaze at her pussy. She’d been angry, crying out in pain when the Yorman women had waxed and ripped off every last hair she’d ever had down there, but now as the creature’s lids turned heavy with lust she found herself grateful for their decision.

She held still, shifting on her high heels. She wasn’t of his speesh—what had he called it?—Spee-sheez? Yes, he was aroused, but how different was she than a Vandal female? Was he disappointed that she wasn’t of his own kind?

A deep growl rumbled in his chest. “I will attend to you.”

“Attend?” she breathed. What did that mean?

He lifted her right thigh over his shoulder.

A huff of anticipation flew out of her mouth.

This monster with his large, twisting horns that erupted from his forehead and curled back over his long dark hair was very, very close to her core. His super-sharp white fangs. The silver eyes. And holy crap, his fingers tipped with black claws that looked like they could shred mutton into bite-sized pieces. This dangerous, violent, other-world creature was going to touch her most delicate parts?

And for some reason this was causing her to heat up more than anything ever had her entire life.

His huge, rough hands moved reverently under her dress to caress her hips and down her thighs, lifting her up for his perusal. Now both her heels were in the air and over his shoulders and she was splayed for his enjoyment. And this wasn’t scaring her in the least.

His lips kissed the top of her mound. A delicate kiss, more tender and soft than she thought this fanged monster was capable of.

“W…what are you doing?” Men put their mouths down there?

“I’m looking at what’s mine,” he explained. His claws parted her nether lips and he spent a goodly amount of time simply staring at her core. A growl rumbled in his chest. “And now I’m tasting what’s mine.”

Tasting?

And then his black forked tongue ran along her clit and she couldn’t help the cry of pleasure that flew out of her mouth. She jerked against the chains and whimpered with delight as he continued to move again and again against that nub she hadn’t even realized was so damn sensitive. Oh god, she had no idea this was possible. She’d never touched herself there and had never been touched. She’d lived in a convent, as sexually repressed as it was possible to be. This was a revelation.

Alaric licked her like his life depended on it. How did this monster know how to touch her like this? His mouth was everywhere she needed him. Her arms were still restrained above her head, but all she had to do was shift and sigh, he seemed to be listening to her, trying to do what she wanted. Her thighs pressed against his face and her high heels dug against his back. She ground her pussy hard against his gruesome face, seeking for more, faster, harder.

Something was happening. Building. And she was so wet now, she could hear her juices as he sucked and licked her from her core to her clit. Oh. Oh. Oh. This was amazing. She was mindless in her need to see where this led. His claw dug into her hip and he held her still as he continued to run his tongue in the exact right spot. Pleasure floated through her body but there was more, she knew it.

“Oh mawh gawd,” she moaned.

She was close, so close. He continued to lick her and then it crashed. The orgasm raced through her, painful in its intensity. Her thighs and belly tensed, and she threw her head back and screamed into the night, jiggling the chains as wave after wave pulsed through her body.

She slumped back against the column, dazed and confused. Oh yes, now she understood why people did this.

Alaric pulled back, still holding her in position with one arm. His dark gaze locked with hers, his raging erection still clearly needing attention. He used the back of his claw to wipe her juices off his face. “Now that I have satisfied you,” he rasped, “we will play this my way.”

“W…whut?” she questioned weakly as he gently lowered her heels to the ground and helped her to stand upright on shaky legs.

And then he shifted back into beast form. She squeaked with surprise as the sexy man-form disappeared and changed into the thickly furred battle-beast on hind legs. The animal-form reached up and swiped a massive paw at the chains holding her captive. They popped open and dropped to the ground.

She was free.











Chapter 4





Minutes later Julia was where she’d wanted to be all along—hidden behind a tree.

Her body throbbed from Alaric’s touch, her mind wrestling with the idea that a forked tongue could bring so much pleasure.

The monster had licked her to a mind-blowing orgasm, then shifted back into his scary battle-beast form, released her, and basically disappeared. One minute he was there and then the ground shook, the wind gusted, and he was gone.

She’d kicked off the ridiculous high heels and ran for her life. Ran barefoot down the steps of the altar and raced across the damp meadow into the dense forest, her purple dress flowing out behind her. And now she was slumped on the ground behind the biggest tree she could find, her chin on her knees, trying to calm her racing heart. The silky dress spread out over her bare toes in a semi-circle of moon-touched lavender. And she wondered what the hell was going to happen next.

After he’d had her boneless and embarrassingly wet—and still chained to that damn column—why hadn’t he fucked her with that enormous, leaking erection? And why did he act like this whole virgin sacrifice bullshit was her idea?

Her idea?

She snorted. As if she’d ever ask to be chained and raped by a creature who wasn’t even a real man. Alaric was the one who’d demanded a Princess as tribute. He’d wanted an ancient virgin sacrifice, complete with fire pit, chains and stone column. She’d wanted no part of this.

Julia clenched her jaw and bit at her lip. Where was he?

She’d assumed he’d fuck her while she was chained to the altar and that would be the end of things. Maybe he’d drag her back to camp and continue to rape her in his tent, or maybe he’d be done with her, tossing her into her own tent. But he’d done neither of those things. Instead he’d ripped off her chains and disappeared.

She hugged her legs and glanced furtively around the encroaching forest.

And now he was gone. Or at least she couldn’t see or hear him.

And then she noticed the battle-beast standing in the shadows on the far side of the clearing. She sucked in a breath and sat up straight, staring at the creature in the distance. There was a glint of horn and the far-off rumble of a deep growl.

What?

She stood and brushed bits of grass and dirt from her skirt and strode across the meadow, determined to confront the male who’d touched her so intimately. Why was he hiding, and now so far away? And what were his plans? If he’d wanted to hurt her, he could’ve already done that, but he hadn’t. So then, what did he want?

She arrived at the beast’s last position and placed her hand on the tree trunk where he’d stood and examined the area. He was gone. Giant, clawed footprints were pressed in the damp soil.

Hmm.

Movement flashed in the corner of her eye. She turned to find the mythic battle-beast deeper in the forest, standing proud and majestic, next to another tree and a fallen log.

She muttered under her breath and stomped over to his next location, only to again find him gone.

This was ridiculous.

She huffed and turned in all directions. “Where are you?” she shouted. “Why are you doing this?” No answer. The only sound was the wind rustling through trees and the distant hoot of an owl. “Dammit,” she whispered. “Where is he?”

A roar echoed in the forest.

Her eyes widened.

And then she saw the beast again, this time as he was running away from her. “Get back here!” she yelled, lifting her skirts and charging after him. Oh no, he wasn’t getting away that easy. No more playing games. This beast was going to get an earful when she cornered him.

Her breaths huffed out in short pants of air. Jeez that creature was fast. And she was barefoot, this didn’t help. Ooomph. She tripped over a branch and fell on her hands and knees, her hair shrouding her face. Ouch, that hurt.

And then a snout gently bumped against her shoulder.

She exhaled. “I’m okay,” she told him.

The beast sat down heavily next to her, its red spiny scales lying flat along the curve of his spine.

She pushed herself up and stared at the giant creature she’d been chasing. She had to admit that upon closer inspection, when it wasn’t fighting, roaring or snarling, this beast was kind of handsome. Intelligent silver eyes met hers and she reminded herself this was Alaric, just in a different form.

Her hand gingerly reached out to touch his thick, silver-tipped fur. The beast let out a huff, but allowed it. She ran her hand along his luxurious coat. “You’re so soft,” she breathed.

A growl rumbled in his chest.

The beast turned and shoved its snout into her neck and inhaled, just like Alaric had in his man-form. She couldn’t help the giggle that escaped her lips. It tickled when he did that. And then he was no longer the beast, but instead he was Alaric again—the enormous naked male with grey skin, curved horns and white fangs peeking past sexy lips.

Sexy?

In the moonlight, as he gazed at her with dark passion, he looked less scary than before. Still terrifying, but on a lesser scale. Maybe because he was lounging on the grass, his perfect muscular form on display? She could concentrate this time on the parts of him that were similar to a man, and not the ones that weren’t.

Speaking of…she glanced down and heat burst across her cheeks. Oh jeez, his thick erection was pointing at the dark sky. And it was totally visible in the moonlight. She licked her lips, so freaking curious about his penis and what it would feel like in her hand and inside of her body. Could it bring her as much pleasure as his mouth and tongue?

“I knew you wanted to be free, so I set you free,” he remarked.

Her eyes flew back to his face. “What do you mean ‘you knew’?” Could he read her mind?

“I knew because I could read your mind.”

“No,” she gasped.

He shook his head. “No.”

“No?”

“No, of course I can’t read your mind,” he laughed, exposing his gleaming white fangs.

Her jaw dropped open. Oh dear god, he was playing with her? Never in a million years would she have thought the King of the Vandals had a sense of humor. She growled at him, “I can’t believe you said that.” Then she leaned over to deliver a swat to his perfectly sculpted shoulder. And he grabbed her wrist and yanked her in close, causing her to fall against his abs and oh wow, that erection was digging into her side.

His plush lips were now so very close. And he smelled so good. “You kept struggling in those chains,” he rumbled. “So I let you go. I was tired of your human game.”

“Game?” she snorted. “What game are you talking about?”

An emotion she couldn’t decipher flashed across his silver eyes. He grabbed her hair and bent her head back, forcing her to meet his gaze. “You know.”

“No I don’t—” Then she held still, her breath stuck in her throat, the sharp tug of pain causing her eyes to water. Fear returned. The flutter of magic returned too.

Had she pushed him too far?

Good.

He’d take her now, get this rutting over with and she’d roll up in a ball for a good cry.

This was silly. How could she lust after this creature? In a few weeks she was going to secretly throw open the doors to the city and most likely this Vandal would die in the ensuing battle to retake Yorma. She couldn’t allow herself to soften towards him. She was working undercover to save her people. She was not this beast’s mate. He was lucky he was still alive, considering she could kill him at any moment. She deserved a medal for the fact that she hadn’t killed him already.

His mouth crashed down and she was sucked back into that vortex of lust and anticipation because, oh god, she was about to be kissed by the King of the Vandals.

But…

Her brow furrowed. He’d missed her mouth entirely.

His fingers loosened on her hair and he was instead busy sucking at her neck and tracking his fangs against her skin. Well, this felt great, it was just that she’d never been kissed and she’d always wanted to feel a man’s lips on hers.

She pouted.

“My female,” he groaned.

His female?

“You taste delicious and you smell like pure sex.”

“I do?”

“Your breasts are unusually large,” he said with a husky tone. “I’ve never seen anything like this before; our females are not built this way.” And then his claws were cupping her tits through the thin fabric. She caught her breath, staring in fascination at the juxtaposition of his rough, gray hands tipped with sharp black claws against her moonlit skin.

“So soft,” he muttered. “So full.” And then he bent that ferocious head, the horns so very close, and gently sucked her nipple through the fabric.

“Oh god,” she gasped, as pleasure shot straight from that point of contact directly to her core. She reached up and grasped his horns, needing something to hold onto as he latched onto her. She tugged him in closer because she needed more of that mouth. Now. A growl rumbled in his chest. He popped a nipple out of his mouth and paused to shred the front of her dress. Her breasts bounced free and she glanced down in shock at the torn fabric.

His mouth immediately returned to latch onto the other nipple and she moaned with delight. She clutched his smooth horns with a white-knuckled grip as he continued to minister to both of her breasts with this mouth and claws, one and then the other. She was about to die from the pleasure. Die. Her clit throbbed and she was rutting against his thigh like he was her long-lost lover. A second orgasm was building and she was already right on the edge. Dammit, she was melting in his arms again, giving him everything. Lust was blinding her to the fact that this male had taken over her city. This was embarrassing.

He pulled back leaving her breasts red, scratched and heaving. She whimpered in protest. His claw went between her legs and fingered her wetter than wet pussy. “Mine,” he snarled. Then both of his hands went to her waist and he lifted her up as he stood. He twisted her around, pushed her onto her hands and knees, threw up her skirt and exposed her ass.

Right there, in a meadow in the forest.

This man was wild.

Julia’s body was on fire. Her anger was dissipating, her magic fading with each heartbeat. And her mind had taken on a single-minded determination to have his hands on her body and his cock in her pussy. She needed him to fill that empty place throbbing for attention between her thighs. Somewhere, in a small space of sanity that still resided in her head, she knew these thoughts were absurd and unlike anything she would ever think or do in her normal life. But she didn’t care about that now. Didn’t care that he was taking her from behind out in the wilderness. “Alaric,” she moaned, shifting her hips back and widening her stance. “I need you,” she admitted. “Now.”

He covered her hot back with his hard chest. “My mate,” he snarled from behind her. The crown of his cock prodded at the entrance to her pussy and he began to carefully slide into her tight channel.

She sucked in a sharp breath, shocked that something so large was trying to gain entrance to her core. “It’s too big.” She struggled against him, but his hips jerked forward and more of him slid inside. She sobbed, her fingers digging into the soil.

“Don’t worry, tiny human.” He held onto her hips and was surprisingly gentle as he pulled out and then slid back again. He did this several times, going a little farther with each slide. “I am your first and your last,” he thundered. And then he thrust inside all the way, burying himself deep.

She cried out as he broke through the barrier of her virginity.

His mighty arms went around her and held her tight, giving her a moment to adjust to his enormous shaft filling her up inside. And then he began slamming into her, his chest rumbling with growls and snarls. The force of his thrusts moved their joined bodies back and forth across the ground. He reached down and stroked her nub. And that was when everything changed.

She bucked against him, lost in her own passion, completely engaged in the moment. All her fear and angst over that monster cock were forgotten. He wasn’t simply fucking her, she was fucking herself on his cock. She wiggled and bucked against him, trying to reach that place, that spot, that moment… He was so deep inside of her, she could feel him everywhere.

“Alaric!” she screamed as her climax swept through her. It went on and on, seeming to never end, touching all the parts of her body, from her thighs to her stomach to her toes.

His fangs abraded her skin. Oh no, was he going to—

“I’m going to come inside of you,” he groaned against her neck. His body heaved as he started shooting his hot seed. His cock throbbed with the force of the cum that was jetting inside of her. She lowered her arms and lay there with her ass in the air, her cheek pressed against the grass, her eyes closed, and hummed with delight at the feel of this powerful man in his prime filling her up with his essence.

And then he fell forward and took her to the ground with him and pulled them both to the side, his softening shaft still lodged inside of her.

She trembled in his arms, boneless and so, so satisfied.

He licked the shell of her ear and then her neck, and lazily ran the tip of his fangs along her shoulder. “Next time I’m lying on my back and placing you on my cock. That way it will be easier for me to suck your nipples as I fuck you.”

“Next time?”

She felt his cock thicken inside of her.

He smiled again. “We’re just getting started.”











Chapter 5





Alaric awoke the next morning with a rare smile on his face.

The scent of his future mate filled his nostrils and it was the best thing that had happened since he’d crash-landed on this crazy planet. He was forced to live on Earth without the foods he’d grown up with, without his friends and family, without any advanced technology. The beings here were basically one or two steps above cave-dweller. They had none of the conveniences of a modern society, not even something as simple as solar or wind power.

But now, at least he’d have a mate.

He’d been living this miserable post-crash existence for over two planetary rotations now. The pain of losing the life he’d left behind had only just dulled to a quiet ache. If he or any of his crew ever found a way to leave this hellhole behind and return to their home world, they’d do so in a heartbeat.

Basically, they all felt as if they’d been thrown in prison and left to die.

Alaric stretched, baring his teeth and flexing his claws, and returned to his new preoccupation, staring at this human female he’d met last night. He couldn’t keep his eyes off the human he’d claimed as his own. He wanted to continue to suck at her soft human nipples, pet the long colorless hair that flowed past her shoulders and listen to the sounds of her pleasure. She was only in this single form, as all humans were, and her non-color lacked the depth of Vandal-gray, but the glow of her skin in the moonlight had been strangely attractive. He stroked the silken curves of the nameless female, trying to understand her motives for pretending to be someone she was not.

Did she know that he was Alaric G’reesh, the son of the wealthiest merchant family on K-Vindal? This human was lucky to bear his offspring and live out her days by his side. He’d studied humans for two of their earth years, and while he would’ve preferred a mate of his own species, he was beginning to find humans acceptable. And this one he found most pleasing.

He gazed longingly at the red fang tracks he’d left on her neck, where he’d almost bit her last night to initiate their bond. He’d paused before final consummation because he didn’t know her name. Each time he’d taken her he’d wanted to sink his fangs, as well as his cock, into her welcoming heat, but she wasn’t Princess Galla. He’d heard the lie vibrating on her lips and scented the shift in her pheromones as she’d spoken the mistruth. Who was she? What human had the Yormans given him as replacement for the Princess he’d requested?

When he’d crash-landed on Earth there’d been no females on board the G’reesh Voyager. The female crew members had disembarked on S-Vindal to celebrate the Matriarch festival, prior to the inaugural voyage of his advanced cargo ship. He’d planned on returning after this short trip, back to S-Vindal in order to pick up his crew. But he’d never made it back. The G’reesh Voyager had been sucked into a random wormhole. Alaric shook his head, still confused over the fact that a wormhole had opened in their shipping lane and swallowed them up whole.

He’d been the owner of a very profitable cargo business. His ships did not move beings between planets, but instead transported heavy, expensive cargo—too large to teleport via transporters. This was why there’d been only a small crew on board, as well as invited guests.

The G’reesh Voyager had been pulled into a raging solar storm, funneled into a freak wormhole, and emerged in a galaxy none of them had ever known existed. And as soon as they’d been expelled they’d hit an asteroid, which sheared off their engines and released Sexxion gas into the entire ship, causing him and his crew to immediately pass out. None of them were able to make it to the escape pods or send a distress signal or at least an emergency drone, before they’d crash-landed on planet Earth.

Alaric had awoken on the crushed bridge with a broken arm and a bleeding face. Sirens blared and his crew cried out for help. Many of the crew and guests had died in the crash. Alaric had been lucky to make it out alive. Two hundred and sixteen male Vandals had been on board the G’reesh Voyager. One hundred and ninety-three of them made it out of the crash alive.

They were forced to hurry from the crash site and scavenge what few temporary supplies they could—before the entire ship exploded behind them in an apocalyptic fireball. After that, they were stuck on a mysterious planet, without communication, food dispensers or a med bay.

If any of them, even just one had been able to get into an escape pod and back through the wormhole, they all could’ve possibly been rescued. Or at the very least everyone’s friends and family would know what had happened to them. But instead they were the G’reesh Voyager’s lost crew.

The original crew and the guests had immediately accepted Alaric as their Alpha and reformed into a new crew; there were no competitors to fight for control. Because of this they’d all been a strong unit since day one, working toward survival. But it was a huge responsibility, being the Vandal in charge of his crew’s health and happiness on a primitive planet. He was running a remote Vandal outpost to the best of his abilities, without backup or supplies from the government.

After the crash, it had taken one moon cycle before they’d met their first human. This encounter had not gone well, nor had the second, or the third. The humans kept screaming and running from them, or attacking and they had to defend themselves, unfortunately killing many of their species. Finally, they learned human-speak, and realized it was better to initiate first contact in only their Vandal-forms. This made communication with this planet’s sentient species easier.

Humans were desperately primitive—he would normally be allowed zero contact with this pre-technology species. If he’d arrived here on purpose for slave trade or mineral theft and was caught by law enforcement, he and his crew would be locked up in prison. But they’d crash-landed on this inhospitable D-class planet, with no way to return. Yes, the human’s culture was being compromised by their proximity, but he had no choice in this matter. The Vandals needed the human’s knowledge of the local food and their shelters in order to comfortably survive.

This planet was forcing all them to revert to the old ways. They ended up shifting into, and staying in, their battle-beast form more than their Vandal-form. Vandal-forms were for communicating, sex, eating, working. Battle-beasts were for play and exercise. In ancient times Vandals had lived more as battle-beasts, but in modern times their beasts were less necessary.

On planet Earth they’d all began reverting to their beasts. Not that this was bad. He’d found a certain amount of peace, living a simpler life in the ways of old, forming a closer bond with his essential beast. During that first brutal winter, they’d moved from the mountains into the forest below and begun to hunt. It had taken time for all of them to become acclimated to this new environment and the wild animals that lived here.

They’d fought amongst themselves. They’d mourned their lost family and loved ones. All of them had left behind family and friends. Luckily none of them had left behind mates. Due to the Matriarch festival all females had been temporarily off the ship, as had their mated males. Two of the Vandals had left behind offspring on the other side of the wormhole though. These Vandals were the most troubled.

For the first planetary rotation they’d all been laser-focused on finding a way to return home. But now most of the Vandals accepted the fact that they weren’t returning and understood the need to carve out a life here, with the humans. Alaric was ready to move past endlessly trying to escape and return home. Earth was his home world, and he needed to make the best of it.

Last night he’d scented this female and discovered she was his mate. She wasn’t just a pleasure mate, but his actual mate. A female he could form a mating bond with, who would birth his offspring. Vandals could only breed with the female who was their truemate. He’d been wondering if he’d ever find a mate on Earth. Three of his crew had found mates among the humans and one had already produced a healthy Vandal/human hybrid offspring, so he knew it was possible. But what if his body refused to bond with any of the human females? He’d then be consigned to a lifetime without a mate or offspring. He was very relieved to know that his beast and his Vandal both wanted to grow his seed in this female.

He’d scented many human females since he’d arrived on this terrible planet, but she was different. He wasn’t ready to initiate the bond because he knew nothing of her past, or of her intentions towards him. For all he knew she could be plotting his death. But he knew how her body reacted to him. How she instantly became wet at his touch. That could not be faked.

He’d approached the “altar” the humans had prepared, ready to scent the female he’d ordered and determine if she was his truemate. He’d specifically requested the daughter of the Yormans’ slain leader because this was important to humans. Hope had flared in his chest, even though he’d known the chances were slim that she’d be the one. If he’d scented her and discovered the Princess wasn’t his mate, he’d at least have given her the opportunity to pleasure mate if she’d wanted, so that everyone would know she had his protection. Afterwards, he would’ve declared their marriage invalid and allowed her to marry another male of her own choosing.

He was constantly having to remind himself that this primitive culture was male-dominated and did not allow females to become leaders, own land or businesses, or even decide whom to mate. Females weren’t allowed to learn a trade or to soldier. The pursuits women were allowed on Earth were very narrow. It was strange. He imagined his mother coming here and being treated as if she couldn’t manage her own businesses. He chuckled at the thought.

The crew had been shocked when Velron had discovered that a human female was his truemate. Velron bonded and bred her and the female produced a healthy child. Their offspring was able to shift into battle-beast form, but in Vandal-form it looked human but still retained its horns. The pigment of the Vandal-form was the same as its mother, but its eyes were Vandal-grey. Velron’s offspring was adorable. Exotic, but adorable. And after that, they’d all secretly wanted their own human mate. Paying human females to pleasure mate with them was pleasant, but not the same as having a female to keep and bond with. A female to breed.

And now that he had scented his truemate, he would bite her and finalize their bond, and he’d never again want or need a pleasure mate. He was consumed with his need for her.

If only he knew her real name.

He absently played with his new mate’s hair, rubbing the locks between his fingers as she slept. His dick grew harder at the knowledge that she was there, in his bed, ripe for the taking. She’d been so tight, so responsive, so very wet, bucking against him, screaming when she came. He’d woken her up in the middle of the night and taken her again and she’d been just as hungry for him as he was for her.

And…she’d been a virgin. It had been her first time. She’d never pleasure mated before. He’d stilled and glanced at her face. Her eyes had been closed, her lips pressed into a thin line, her fingernails digging into the soil as she prepared herself for the pain. He’d gentled his responses for his female and late last night in their tent, after she’d passed out from exhaustion, he’d gently cleaned her with the wet cloths left for just that purpose and washed away the dried blood.

Something else had happened last night that he was trying to understand. A heat emanated from his female. Not a fire that was visible and could melt skin and bones, but an invisible warmth that centered near his heart. It hadn’t caused any pain or detriment to his health, but it had tingled, like fingers trying to gain purchase. The fire had only lasted a moment, and he’d ignored it, but this morning he was wondering what the hell that was.

Humans did not have technology, nor could they shift into another essential form, but they did have something they called magic. It seemed to be an elemental force that twisted the laws of nature and science. He’d been told that only select humans possessed this power and he had yet to meet a single human who possessed this magic. But humans were terrified of this power to the point where they’d outlawed it.

Had this female tried to use this elusive magic against him? He didn’t know. Whatever it was, it hadn’t worked. Were Vandals immune to human magic? He’d have to run this idea by Idris.

Interesting.

He continued to touch her hair, wrapping a portion of it around his fingers. Last night he’d decided to play her game. He would call her Galla as she’d requested, but he needed to find out who she was, and find out what had happened to the real Galla. The moment he put this mystery to rest, he’d sink his fangs into her luscious neck and initiate their mating bond. His cock hardened at the thought. Last night he’d claimed her as his and started the first step of their bond, but the moment he sank his fangs in her neck and marked her—that was when their bond would physically snap into place and they’d become true mates and could produce offspring. He needed to wait for that last step, wait for the moment he knew the identity of his new mate.

She murmured in her sleep and wiggled her ass against his cock. A smile widened on his face. He’d enjoyed spending himself inside of her last night. A wave of possessiveness hit him in the chest. He licked her neck, filling his senses with her scent and taste. Just standing near her, smelling her mouthwatering scent, watching her silky skin gleam in the firelight, he’d known he wanted her screaming his name as he thrust between her thighs. Alaric was shocked at his own response. He’d immediately licked her to orgasm and fucked her there in the forest. It had been obvious that only his mate could make him feel such an instant blinding lust.

The female murmured and opened her strange-yet-beautiful blue human eyes. She stared at him for a moment, with a half-smile on her face, then she focused and let out a squeak of dismay. She sat up and tried to move away, pulling the bedding up to cover her naked body. “Don’t touch me,” she hissed.

He grinned, loving his new mate’s spirit. She’d tried to deny him last night too, before he’d pleasured her. It must be a continued requirement for their mating ritual? “My mate,” he answered calmly, happy to remain in his Vandal-form in order to fuck his female. His fangs throbbed with the need to tear into her neck and truly make her his. His cock was hard and ready to breed.

He reached for her.

She hissed again and moved to the edge of their bed. “Mate?” She exhaled, visibly trying to calm down. “You mean wife? Is that what your kind calls wives?”

“Yes.” He nodded and continued to stare at her enticing form. Her huge teats were spilling out from the cover of the bedding and a nipple was visible. “I scented you last night and realized you were my true mate.”

She frowned. “No. You knew I was your ‘mate’ because I was chained on the column as you’d ordered.”

He shook his head, humored by her language. Usually humans acted uncomfortable in his presence, as if they were afraid of him. But this female seemed to have rid herself of her fears in a matter of moments. He enjoyed conversing with her in this battle of wills. It reminded him of the way mates behaved on his home world. “No. I do not care about that. My species scents their mates.”

“But how can you say that? You ordered a virgin sacrifice. It must’ve been important to you.”

He shook his head, puzzled by her illogic. “No. I followed a human custom. I do not agree with it, but it is the way of your species, so I asked for it to be performed. I did this for you.”

“For me?” she squeaked. “Why in the hell would I want to be chained, half naked, to a stone column out in the middle of nowhere without any underwear on?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t understand it either, but I don’t understand why humans do half of what they do. All of you are strange to me. There are many species in the four sectors with mating ceremonies I don’t agree with, this was no exception.”

She stared at him in confusion. “You thought chaining me up was a marriage ceremony I’d want? Who told you that?”

“Well, we witnessed this ceremony among the humans in the mountainous part of your world. When we asked, we were told that was a mating ceremony for humans.”

A look of disgust crossed her face. “You watched a barbaric virgin sacrifice in the outer reaches and thought that’s what we all do?”

He paused to think and then answered, “Yes.”

His female blew out a breath, still keeping the bedding firmly covering the soft curves he wanted so badly to touch. He forced himself to keep his claws down and take a moment to try and learn her human ways. “During my time on your planet,” he tried to explain, “I have learned that human rulers mate to arrange alliances or to gain land. By mating you and producing offspring I am confirming my right to this city. This will secure my place in your land and give my crew security.”

She stared at him, the features on her soft human face showing a female who was conflicted. How did this female feel towards him? Did she accept that she was his mate? She was not of his species and knew nothing of his clans, and yet her scent revealed that she was his match. Her body had woken for him last night. He could still smell her intense arousal for him.

He had to trust the scent. Mates were each other’s most trusted ally.

“You chose this marriage, I did not,” she reminded him.

“Yes, I chose to try and mate with the human’s Princess so my crew would never again have to fight for land or legitimacy. I wanted to check to see if you might be my truemate because if my seed takes root and you bear a male offspring, then the humans will see our right to live permanently in this city.” And finally, his crew would have a place to rest and these humans would no longer bother them. Plus, his entire crew liked the weather here. Yorma was a large and ungainly city, but he could envision living next to the humans here. It was possible. And in the nearby mountains and forests he could hunt and roam freely with his pack.

Humans might be annoying, but the Vandals had quickly discovered their food was amazing. The animals they butchered, the food that was grown and cooked on this planet—it was all gourmet and of a quality any Vandal would love.

Alaric had originally arrived in Yorma to help Honorious, but his crew was mainly there for the food and they’d been upset to discover that the city famed for its human food had been taken over and ruined by an army of extremely primitive humans called “Goths.” They’d arrived at Yorma to eat the best food this planet had to offer and these assholes had burnt the place down? All one hundred and ninety-three Vandals had been enraged. They’d attacked the Goths and gotten rid of these ludicrous humans.

Now the Vandals had all voted to remain in Yorma and help the Yormans rebuild because the cooks needed their kitchens back. These humans needed to be able to grow their crops and butcher their livestock and recreate and serve the food they’d been known for. He had to secure the food supply. If he was stuck living on this damn planet for the rest of his life, without a food dispenser, he was certainly living his best life possible.

The female’s lips twisted and she began to wring the bedding in her hands. “I thought you were going to rape me last night,” she admitted.

His eyes widened. He knew what this word meant to humans. It was the most disgusting and flawed aspect of their species. “I do not force females to pleasure mate,” he growled. “And I would certainly never rape my mate.”

“All warriors rape women,” she huffed.

“I am not human. Vandals do not force females. I have never forced a female in my life and neither have any of my crew. This happens with other species, but not among Vandals.”

“You rape women when you take over a city, like Yorma.”

“Again, this does not happen. This is not something that is even part of our culture or language. The Goths raped your women, not the Vandals.”

She paused. “Vandals don’t rape women?”

Hadn’t she been listening? “Never. We do not ever rape for pleasure mating or true mating. Neither males nor females force mate, we always require consent. I didn’t rape you, did I?”

“No,” she whispered. “I gave you my consent.”

“Damn right. You begged me to fuck you. You were fucking yourself on my cock. I didn’t rape you and I never would.”

Her face turned a charming shade of pink. “But still, maybe I didn’t want to be brought to you as a virgin sacrifice. Did it ever occur to you that I didn’t want any of this?”

He sat up. “You didn’t?” He blinked at her with surprise. What was she saying? He’d gifted this human female with the ability to become the truemate of Alaric G’reesh of Clan G’reesh and she didn’t want this? It didn’t make any sense. “I don’t understand. I am the heir to the richest and most powerful commerce-house on K-Vindal. Why would a human female not be honored to have the opportunity to test mating with me?”











Chapter 6





“Why wouldn’t a human female be honored to mate with me?”

Julia couldn’t believe this crazy declaration had passed this man’s lips.

Alaric rose above her and she leaned back into the bed, clutching the bedding to her chest. She stared up at the hideous naked man-creature looming over her. The black claws, the fangs and the horns—literal shiny black horns on his head. Maybe this Vandal was used to being considered an eligible bachelor where he came from and wasn’t used to the fact that the beauty standards here were entirely different? She bit her lip to keep from laughing at the weirdness of this situation. “Oh, I don’t know,” she tried to explain, “maybe I didn’t want to be dragged out to a remote altar to marry you because I find you terrifying?”

He bared his fangs. “Terrified of me. Why?”

Oh God. He was so very, very horrible. The stuff of nightmares. How could he not see this? “Maybe it’s your fangs and claws? Or the fact that you turn into vicious battle-beasts that rip men open from neck to belly, spilling their bloody organs onto the ground?”

He paused, then grunted in agreement and flexed his sharp black claws, obviously proud of them. “My species shifts into two different forms, but both are me. We consider humans primitive because you have not yet mastered advanced technology and maintain only one constant form. It makes you weak.”

“Ad-vanst teknol-o-gee?” She shook her head, trying to understand his strange vocabulary. She considered herself a good study of languages, but those words were without context. She placed a palm against his warm grey chest. “Listen, females in the Western Empire are scared of Vandals because of how you look and also they think you have sex in your battle-beast form…”

His lip curled. “In my battle-beast form? This is disgusting. You thought this? That I would mate with you as my animal? Why would humans think this?” Then he rubbed his hard shaft against her belly, which felt delicious even between two layers of bedding.

Dammit, he was cheating.

He might be gruesome, and not the husband she ever wanted, but she had to admit this creature was a sex god. She loved his cock and he knew it. But still, she couldn’t let this beast rule her with more mind-blowing sex. If she was going to live with him, even for a short while, she was damn well going to make sure their relationship was nothing like the ones her father had tried to force her into. This Vandal wasn’t in charge of her. She was in charge of herself. He had to earn her trust. “Yes, I thought you might have sex only as an animal. Why wouldn’t I? I didn’t know anything about you. We don’t understand your…your…spee-sheez. Didn’t you hear me screaming in fear when I saw you running at the altar? You watched me crying and freaking out.”

He paused. “I thought the crying was part of your ceremony.”

She blinked up at him. “You thought I was faking my fear to put on a show?”

“Yes.”

She was completely dumbfounded. He’d thought she was pretending? Apparently, he had no idea what a terrible actress she’d make. “No, I wasn’t pretending. I was scared out of my mind at the thought of you touching me.”

He placed a knee on the bed between her thighs and braced a huge muscular arm on the side of her torso, gazing down at her with those shiny silver eyes. “You were truly scared, of me?” he rasped.

“Yes, of you. You’re goddamn scary. Remember, we don’t understand you at all. Why wouldn’t I think sex with you meant being ravaged by your enormous battle-beast?”

He let out a snort of disgust.

“You ran to me as your beast out there. There was a lot of petting and sniffing before you changed into yourself.”

He flashed his gruesome fangs, managing a partial grin. “My beast likes you,” he rumbled.

She couldn’t help the corresponding smile that tugged at her own lips. She had to admit that she liked his beast too. Last night she’d learned that the beast could be gentle. And she was relieved to discover that the Vandal only had sex after first shifting into his man-form. “But…Alaric, there’s more I’m worried about, more that all the women whom Vandals might want to mate worry about. You’re saying that your whole point in marrying me is to get me pregnant so you can have a son. Well then, what happens if I do become pregnant?” she persisted. “Then my child wouldn’t be fully, what did you say? Hew-man. What if I birthed a child with claws and fangs?”

He shrugged and reached down to place a warm claw on her hip. He bent his head, his lips perilously close to the cleavage that was spilling out of the top of the bedding she’d wrapped around herself. He was sniffing her again.

“Alaric? Stop that and listen to me. Aren’t you concerned about having children with me that are going to be half hew-man?

He lifted his head and gazed at her with dark lust. “Our offspring would be lucky to inherit my G’reesh claws and fangs.”

“Grrr-eesshh? What is that?”

“I am Alaric G’reesh of Clan G’reesh of K-Vindal. We are known for our elongated claws.”

“Oh.” Elongated claws? Holy crap. “I didn’t know your kind had last names.”

“There is much you don’t know about my species. We had no females on our ship when we crashed. I’ve already had to accept the fact that any offspring I create on Earth with a human will be half Vandal.”

Huh. He didn’t mind that his own children would be half Yorman? Well, now she felt like a bitch worrying that her baby would have fangs and claws, when he had fangs and claws and was proud of them too. And he knew his child would have many Yorman attributes and he didn’t seem to mind. That was…that was nice of him.

A Vandal…nice?

“You don’t think it would be dangerous for me during labor, trying to give birth to a baby with sharp fangs and claws?” she whispered to him, revealing her darkest fear.

He shook his head. “We are born in our Vandal-form without horns and fangs, they grow in later, and our claws are soft at birth, in order to protect the mother.”

“Oh.”

They were both quiet then, staring into each other’s eyes. And his flashing silver orbs were beautiful. Long black eyelashes any girl would envy lined his eyes. Why hadn’t she noticed that before? His lips were so close now, like he wanted to kiss. Not even those fangs and the dark grey skin could distract her from the shape of his perfect, full lips. Did his spee-sheez kiss? He’d kissed and licked her pussy last night, and her neck, so she knew those fangs could be gentle, but their lips had never touched.

She’d never been kissed, which was sad considering she wasn’t even a virgin anymore.

He smelled so good. His breath was fresh, and his body was a heady combination of sunshine, soil and leather. She took a deep breath, reminding herself that she was doing this for show. She was supposed to be pretending to like this creature. Pretending. And part of pretending meant letting go of her anger and apprehensions at the way he’d ordered Galla as tribute. At the fact that Noeme had been banished to the wilderness because of these Vandals. She’d have to force herself to chat with him. Have sex with him. Kissing him would be terrible, too, but she could handle it because maybe he would like to try it. She wasn’t doing this for herself, she was doing this for him. For him. She’d never want to kiss a Vandal, right?

She leaned up and placed her lips against his.

He looked shocked.

She smiled against his mouth and brazenly entwined her arms around the Vandal’s corded neck and rose up to eagerly press harder against him. She had no idea if she was doing this right—it was her first kiss too, but she had to try. He groaned and immediately deepened the kiss, pulling her close, his hand behind her neck. This was no chaste locking of lips—the like she’d seen bestowed upon maidens by their suitors—this was an earthy kiss a man gave a woman he would bed. And she loved it. Ate it up. Soaked it up. He tilted his head to gain better access. His lips were soft, and his fangs abraded her skin deliciously. Fire ran through her blood, and when he swept his forked tongue in her mouth she held on tighter, never wanting it to end.

But finally, it had to end. She broke the kiss, her breath ragged, confused by her astonishing attraction for this Vandal from the stars. He’d claimed her in that forest…and now he was kissing her, and her body was responding with a blaze of passion. Was she immoral to lust for this creature who held her people in subjugation? For wanting what this beast had to give? These sensations were out of her control. She couldn’t think, her thoughts swirling around, incoherent in her mind.

He placed a claw against her cheek, and she trembled. “You ache for my touch as much as I ache to be inside of you,” he told her.

She blew out a breath and did her best to ignore the screaming demands of her body. This was a sham. She was here to make sure he didn’t succeed, and to protect the citizens of Yorma.

She was here to betray this man.

His hands tightened on her hips, keeping her close. “What was that, where you pressed your lips against mine.”

“That was a kiss.”

“K-eh-ssss?”

“Close enough. Yes, it was a kiss. You’ve never been kissed?”

“No, we do not place our lips on each other’s mouths on K-Vindal, but I like it.” He brushed his lips against hers, kissing her tenderly.

Oh dear god, it was so good.

Then he inhaled deeply. “I can smell your desire.”

“You can smell how I feel?”

“Yes, our scents are already blending. Can’t you smell that my scent is different than other males?”

“Um, you do smell really good,” she admitted. “What does that mean, that we like how each other smells?”

“It means you are mine.”

She looked up at him, thinking how terrible it was that he had no idea that she wasn’t his at all. “Because of what happened last night?” she asked. “Now we’re married?”

“Yes, because we performed your human mating ceremony and because you are my truemate.”

She rolled her eyes. “I want to remind you that chaining me up to that altar wasn’t an actual Yorman marriage ceremony. You had bad information.”

He licked her neck. “I scented you and claimed you. You are mine. We’ve taken the first steps toward bonding. All that remains is the final bite.”

She glanced at him with alarm. “What final bite?”

He licked her neck again with his forked tongue. “Right here,” he rasped. “I left premarks on your flesh last night, where I almost bit you and filled you with my pheromones, initiating our mating bond.”

And that was when she saw how freakishly long his fangs had grown, like serrated blades. She squealed with fear, propping her hands against his chest. “Omigod you’re going to kill me with those!”

“Female,” he grumbled. “The bite will not hurt. When a Vandal is in the throes of passion and bites his mate to initiate the bond, a natural anesthetic is released.”

“But I’ll be bleeding.”

A growl rumbled in his chest, like the thought of her gushing blood out of her neck was the sexiest thing he’d ever heard. “I will clean you,” he answered.

“You’ll drink my blood?”

“I will clean your wound. My mouth has healing properties. Later, when the bite heals, everyone can see your resulting mating scar, proving our bond.”

Her scar? Their bond?

“What is wrong, female?”

She gingerly rubbed at her neck. “You’re going to bite me with those huge fangs, cut my skin open, drink my blood and gloat over the scar?”

A large smile spread across his face. “It will be glorious.”

“What is this mating bond? What happens after you bite me?”

He exposed his teeth again, and this time he bent his head and oh-so gently ran the tip of a fang along the delicate skin of her neck. He stopped, leaving the tips positioned in the exact spot he wanted. “I will sink my teeth into you, here, and we will be joined in every way and I will breed you. Our mental and physical bond will snap into place. We will become life partners.”

“What does that last part mean?” she whispered.

“Life partners? It means we cannot be separated. Isn’t it this way between humans? Don’t you mate this way? I have seen a large number of family units among humans.”

“Yes we do, but what do you mean by ‘life partners’?”

“Only death will separate us. We will grow physically ill if we are apart. We will be a mated pair. When I die, you will die. When you die, I will die. We are nothing without each other.”

She stared at him, shocked into silence.

His eyes narrowed. “It is not this way with humans?”

“No. We don’t automatically die when the other person we’re married to dies.”

His jaw clenched. “You will perform this bond with me.”

Julia swallowed against the dry lump in her throat. Oh hell. She was never getting away from this male. When her sister came back with Theodosious’s army, she wasn’t getting away.

“Female?”

She could throw open the gates to the city and let the Eastern Empire’s army in and it wouldn’t matter, for her at least. If they killed Alaric she would die too. If they didn’t kill him and banished him, she’d have to leave with Alaric if she wanted to stay alive. Wherever he went she’d have to go too. The moment he bit her she’d be stuck with this creature for the rest of her life.

Tears began to well up in her eyes that she was unable to stop.

It was all so terrible.

Terrible.

“Female?” he growled. “What is wrong?”

“What if I don’t want to die when you die?” she breathed.

“Do not speak of this, no one is dying.”

“But you said—”

“No. Those are the mating ritual words we speak to each other. Do not think or worry of death. It is very distant.”

“What if we have children and I die in childbirth? Then you die, and then our baby is an orphan.”

“Female…” And then he was kissing her again. “Do not worry of these things.”

She gritted her teeth. How could he say that? Of course she was going to worry over these things. “When will you perform this bond? Right now?”

“No.” He shook his head. “Not now. You are not ready. Neither of us is ready.”

She blew out a relieved breath.

“Soon,” he whispered as he reached down to delve between her legs. “Soon. First, I have to help my future mate become accustomed to my touch. I am readying you to breed. You are learning to accept my seed. Soon we will bond, and you will grow large with my offspring.”

Harsh breaths rushed past her lips. Her fuzzy mind flashed back to the night before, to shocking images of herself, of wanton behavior she never thought possible. She’d behaved brazenly. He’d felt every bit of her skin and put his fingers, his member, his mouth in her core. And she’d loved every moment, begging him for his cock. Begging. Him.

Her face flamed, but her hips moved of their own accord, grinding in passion against the large fingers sliding inside of her wet core like the most wonderful gift she’d ever received. A teasing thumb rubbed against her swollen nub, sending waves of hot desire throughout her body.

“Let me remind you how it feels to be mated,” a deep voice said against her ear. Hungry lips moved down her neck. Her core clenched around his claw-tipped fingers that didn’t hurt like she’d thought they would. Yes, in that short amount of time he’d mastered her body. It was true.

He moved behind her and propped one of her legs up over his muscular thigh, exposing her to him as he continued to slide his fingers inside her channel. He felt good, smelled good. Her lungs filled with the heady scent of big, strong Vandal. Oh god, she couldn’t think clearly. Something nagged at the back of her mind. This was wonderful, except…

Vague memories clashed together. Last night there’d been moments at the beginning when she’d been terrified, and still…he was alive. How could that be? Why hadn’t she killed him? She’d spent endless hours in the convent, fearful, wondering what could set off her magic. She’d always been alone with this, trying to make the right decision, terrified of being found out. If she was dangerous while angry, why not with any other high emotion or feeling that might sweep through her body? She had done her best to keep all her emotions in check. But Alaric was alive, despite all the strong emotions from last night, from terror to pleasure—he remained unharmed.

At least she knew that about herself. She now could only harm others if she was specifically intent on using her power. She now had a small amount of control. The relief was exquisite.

His other claw reached underneath and cupped her breast. She wanted to purr like a cat. He pinched a hardened nipple and her back bowed. She cried out at the shock of pleasure than ran through her body. This was how she’d behaved last night, how she’d burned for him and he was right, it was happening again.

“This is you, responding to your mate’s touch.”

Yes, she was certainly responding. The heat of his erection pressed against her back. She bit her lips to keep from moaning. Who knew a Vandal’s touch could be so wonderful?

“You’re mine,” he told her. “Say it. Tell me.”

What? She remembered now that he’d said this too last night, ordering her to tell him she wanted him.

His fingers pulled out of her core and circled her nub, bringing her closer to the edge. Passion flowed through her. Twisting. Tightening. He knew exactly how to touch her. So close…

His hand stopped.

Her breath stuttered.

“Tell me,” he ordered.

She wanted to scream. Couldn’t he see how much she wanted him? Why must she say it? “I want you,” she burst out, thinking that would explain everything. Her body screamed for him. She felt lightheaded with desire, wanting to jump him now, put her arms around him and kiss him again. Her body vibrated with need.

“Tell me you want your mate. Tell me you want my bite.”

“Bite?” Her eyes widened and a shard of sanity returned. Oh hell no, she wasn’t ready for that. Julia sat up and immediately tried to scoot off the bed—but she didn’t get far. His fingers grabbed her ankle. She shrieked as he tugged her back down the bed, closer to him. And now all of the sheets dropped away and she was naked; her legs splayed for his enjoyment. Dammit.

She heard Alaric’s sharp intake of breath as he stared down at the juncture between her legs. He slid off the bed and crouched down below. He positioned her hips how he wanted, moved her knees wide and lowered his shoulders between her thighs. She gasped at the intimacy this created.

“Is this what you were waiting for?” he asked in a low, menacing voice. “My mouth between your legs, sucking you, bringing you pleasure as I did on the altar?”

“Yes,” she begged.

“First, I have to start here,” he whispered roughly. He stroked his thumb across her nub, shooting an arc of desire between her legs. Then he carefully speared his fingers inside of her core. “You’re so wet, so tight and ready for me,” he groaned. “Do you want me fucking you?”

“Yes,” she whispered, nervous but incredibly aroused. “Yes. But I don’t want your bite, yet.”

He gave her a curt nod. His finger moved through her wet folds and began to rub against her nub, a spot that was startlingly sensitive to his touch. “I have to taste you again,” he rasped and yanked her hips closer to the edge of the bed and lifted her legs over his shoulders. Then his black, forked tongue replaced his fingers. His lips began to suck on her clit. His dark head was between her thighs and she was in heaven.

It was so incredibly erotic, the sight of his horns between her thighs, and his fanged mouth on her core. “Oh god,” she moaned. She reached out and grabbed the ebony horns, needing something to hold onto. She held on tight as he continued to suck and rub his tongue in exactly the correct position. “Yes!” she cried. “Yes, I want this. Please, Alaric.”

His tongue played with her nub, moving faster, in just the right spot. Her hips jerked. He stopped, lifted his head and placed his hand on her hip. “Mine?” he prompted.

He was torturing her. Torturing.

“Yours. I’m yours!” she shrieked.

He nodded in agreement and then his lips and tongue continued their most important work, finding the right spot in her slippery folds. He increased the pace and the intensity of his movements. Oh god. Oh god. She felt it. It was right there. About to crash all over her. “Alaric,” she gasped. She lifted her hips, doing her best to increase the friction. He continued his onslaught, intensifying his possession of her. She fisted his horns, holding on. His large tongue thrust deep inside of her and her channel clenched tight as her world exploded. A powerful force tore through her, rippling all the way to her toes. It felt so good, it almost hurt. She rode it out, wave after wave, trying to steady her short, choppy breaths. He pulled his tongue out and gently licked her cream along her slit.

Alaric slid up her body. He covered her lips with his, letting her experience her own taste. She lifted her hands and dug her fingers in his hair, returning his kiss.

Finally, he broke away.

“My turn,” he said, his lips nuzzling the sensitive spot behind her ear.

“Hmmm?” she panted, still dazed from her powerful release.

Hands turned her, so they were now facing each other on the bed. She was boneless, a willing captive, but she felt a shiver of anticipation at the idea of “his turn.” She glanced down. His grey chest was so powerful and masculine, his forearms sinewy and strong. And his stomach could make artists weep. She reached out, unable to resist running her fingers along the defined muscles. He placed his hand over hers. Her breath caught in her throat. She glanced up and met his gaze. They stared at each other. His silver eyes were molten with passion. Sweat beaded on his forehead and he seemed like a man barely under control. She did this to him?

He reached out a claw and cupped her face, his thumb gliding over her bottom lip, then he reached down and began stroking his grey shaft, rubbing up and down the hard length. She was mesmerized, her mouth literally watering at the sight of so much male beauty. His hand went over hers and he moved her fingers over his cock. Her heart beat furiously as she examined that part of him up close.

“Touch me,” he told her.

A shiver went up her spine at his deep tone. He guided her movements up and down his thick shaft, then let go. Julia did her best to do as he asked, although her fingers didn’t meet around the base. No wonder she was intimidated this morning—this…this had moved inside of her last night? She was shocked it had fit.

“Harder,” he grunted.

She did her best, tightening her fingers and moving roughly up and down. He stared fixedly at the way she worked him. His hips jerked and his body spasmed. “Watch me,” he said hoarsely. Her chin dipped. Alaric groaned as his hot seed rushed over her hand and against her stomach. His seed on her skin was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. His gaze again locked with hers, this time his eyes were sparkling with…happiness? He lowered his face to kiss her again, lips soft and tender. “Wait here,” her beast said gently.

He rose naked from the bed, and she admired how much his body was crafted very much like the statues of athletes she’d seen in her father’s palace. She watched him, unable to move or speak after the shock of events that had happened over the last twenty-four hours. It was amazing how quickly she was getting used to his touch.

He grabbed a fresh wet cloth, cleaned his stomach, and then kneeled on the bed beside her and carefully cleaned her fingers and body too.

Her brow creased. “Spending your seed like that won’t help you gain an heir,” she reminded him.

He leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead. “But it will give you time to recover.”











Chapter 7





“Are you hungry?” her new husband asked.

“Hungry?” Moments ago, he’d licked her into a mind-blowing orgasm and then came on her stomach and now he wanted breakfast? Uh, okay. But, actually, she was a bit peckish. Coffee sounded great. And maybe an egg or two. “Yeah, I could eat.”

“Good. I’m starved.”

“Oh, you are? What are—?

“Bring in the food!” Alaric shouted.

Attendants instantly began streaming into the tent bearing platters of hot food. Julia gasped at the onslaught of strangers into what she’d thought was their private retreat. Jeez, had they been waiting outside? Had they overheard them having sex?

She sat up and yanked the sheets up over her naked breasts, her face flaming with embarrassment. “Alaric,” she squeaked. “Couldn’t you wait a sec for me to get dressed?”

Her husband looked bashful. “I continue to forget that humans are ashamed of nudity.” And then he stood up from the bed, entirely naked, not caring one bit that everyone, male and female, inside the tent could see his huge grey shaft at rest, nestled in the dark hair between his epic thighs. “I love the food here,” he explained as he used his claws to grab a slice of meat off the top of a passing platter and popped it into his mouth. “I couldn’t wait,” he mumbled.

Julia glanced around at the commotion of passing servants, finally noticing her surroundings. He’d carried her in here last night, but she’d been only half awake and it had been dark. But in the bright morning light she could see the tent they were staying in was decorated in true barbaric splendor with a variety of furs and pounded gold—different from the murals and mosaics at the palace and the clean plainness of the convent, but striking nonetheless. There were rugs covering the floor and a table with chairs where the servants were rushing to place and ready the morning meal. Alaric strode naked over to the table with a look of glee on his normally harsh face.

Oh gosh.

“Good morning,” Jasta said from beside the bed.

Julia squeaked again. “Holy god…Jasta? You scared me half to death. What are you doing here?”

“Sshh,” her new friend whispered, then said loudly. “It’s good to see you again, my Princess. Would you like a robe and some coffee?”

“Um, yes, I’d love both of those things.”

Jasta held out a green robe and draped it around Julia’s shoulders and over the top of her ample chest.

“Oh. Thank you.” Julia slipped her arms into the soft sleeves and managed to stand up from the bed and cinch the robe around her waist without giving anyone in the tent a peep show. She swept her hair back from her face and took a deep breath, feeling much, much better now that she was properly covered.

The front tent flapped open and two other Vandals stomped inside, loudly growling at her naked husband across the tent. She stared at them, caught off-guard by two more tall, grey creatures with shiny, black, twisty horns in her immediate vicinity. But there were almost two hundred of them in the surrounding tent city, so she supposed it was time she got to know the others too. Luckily these males were dressed in actual clothing. All the Vandals seemed to enjoy dressing in the same type of leather leggings and rugged shirts and furs as the barbarians from the north. She wondered if this was because it was the most similar to what they would’ve worn on their homeland? Or maybe because it was the first type of clothing they’d seen humans wear?

The two new Vandals turned and walked straight toward her. She took a step back, bumping into Jasta.

“Good morning,” the first one said with an impossibly deep voice, putting his claw out toward her hand. “I am Idris of Clan K’rek. It is nice to meet you.”

Her mouth dropped open, amazed that this grey-skinned being with enormous black horns was approaching her and speaking to her in such a civilized way. He was bulkier than Alaric and his eyes were almost pure white. She took his clawed hand and shook it. “Good morning, Idris.”

“And this is Theron of Clan L’and,” Idris offered. “He will be assigned as your protector.”

She blinked up at the other Vandal. Her protector? Julia gave him a tentative smile. “Nice to meet you too, Theron,” she said, shaking his offered claw. Theron looked younger than Alaric or Idris. Last night Alaric had said the Vandals were all here against their will because their ship had crashed, and none of them could ever return to their homes. She realized that this younger Vandal was stranded here, apart from his family. She imagined his parents weeping over the loss of their son. She glanced over at Alaric, wondering who he’d left behind.

“He will only protect you when I’m not near,” Alaric shouted from across the tent as he cut meat with his claws. “Otherwise, I protect you.”

Idris growled in agreement, then sniffed the air and turned toward the breakfast table. “Is that mutton?” he asked.

“Mutton, pate, eggs, fish…”

Idris groaned. He and Theron rushed to the table surprisingly fast for males so large and sat down with Alaric. All three of them began devouring the food together.

Julia shook her head as she watched the three Vandals eat enough for ten people while chatting in their own language, which really was a series of grunts and snarls. And yet it wasn’t in disgust that she watched this, more in amusement at the joy they took in the food. These creatures genuinely loved Yorman dishes.

And suddenly Julia’s nemesis from last night swept into the tent. Julia sucked in a breath as she watched Thera walk in with her chin held high, holding a carafe in her hands. “What the hell?” Julia hissed. “What is she doing here?”

“Don’t worry,” Jasta murmured. “Thera’s not as bitchy as she first appears.”

Julia stared in outrage as the older woman filled the cups of the men and then strode right back out of the tent, not even glancing her way. “I find that hard to believe. I’m ninety-nine percent certain she’s exactly as bitchy as she appears. If that woman threatens me again, she’s out.” Julia took a deep, calming breath and turned to meet Jasta’s gaze. “Okay, so tell me what happened. How did the two of you end up here in this tent with me?”

Jasta looked over at Alaric, who was still deep in conversation with his men. “I told them I was your personal maid,” she said in a low voice as she moved forward and started stripping the bedding, “and Thera said she was the former head of household for the Palace. I think what cinched it though was when I told them I could cook and now I’m like a goddess to these males. I’ve learned all they want is to be constantly fed. Apparently they think Yorman food is the best they’ve ever eaten.”

Julia glanced back over at the Vandals who were busy devouring their food. “I can believe it.” Alaric was tearing into a leg of lamb, and the juices were running down his bare chest. Ugh. “Does Alaric have a robe too?” she asked.

“Yes. Right there.”

“Thanks.” Julia picked up his robe and walked over and gently draped the fabric around Alaric’s shoulders. The snarls at the table ceased as three sets of black horns turned toward her. A flash of surprise ran across his features, then Alaric obediently put his arms in the offered sleeves and wrapped the robe around his front and tied it in place. She handed him a napkin, and then she leaned down, as if to give him a kiss on the head, right next to one of his twisty horns.

She reared back in surprise. Holy crap. What was wrong with her?

Her new husband waved a hand at the empty seat at the table. “Eat with us,” he urged.

“I will,” she promised. “Soon.” She smiled at the two other Vandals. “I’ll be right back,” she told them and walked back over to the other side of the tent. She shook her head, a tiny frown tugging at her lips. What was wrong with her? That man wasn’t her real husband. And she didn’t know those men; they weren’t her friends. She couldn’t eat until she knew what was up with the women who’d followed her to the tent city. Were they truly friend or foe? Actually, she had no idea if she could trust a single person in this tent, which was pretty darn depressing.

Sometimes she found herself feeling tender towards Alaric, almost forgetting this marriage was entirely fake. And then in the next second all she could do was obsess over the fact that he was a horned man-beast who’d taken over Yorma. The male who’d ordered a virginal Princess for himself as if he were ordering a new carriage. And he wasn’t even of their planet. Whatever that meant. He’d tried to explain that his people came from somewhere beyond the stars, and that they all lived on giant balls of rocks that rotated around a different sun. This was pretty funny, considering everyone knew the world was flat.

He was very different from the monster she had assumed she’d find. They’d had a night and morning of passion she didn’t think she’d ever have in the arms of any man, especially not in the arms of this Vandal. And this morning he’d been kind, and gentle. Perhaps she’d been wrong about him? Maybe they’d all been wrong, thinking Vandals were the enemy. But she wasn’t sure. She needed more information to make a final decision.

She walked over and stood beside Jasta, who was unpacking clothes from a chest. “So you lied to the Vandals in order to be placed here?” she whispered. “You two told them you used to work at the palace?”

“No. Pfft.” Jasta shook her head, looking offended. “I didn’t lie to the Vandals. I really was Galla’s personal maid. And Thera really was the head of household at the palace. Before the Goths sacked the city and burnt down the palace, those were our actual jobs.”

Julia’s brow furrowed. “But I grew up in the palace and I don’t remember either of you being there.”

“We started our positions after you left. Higel retired and Thera took her place. And I was brought in a year and a half ago to attend to Galla’s extensive wardrobe. I remember the staff talking about you though. They said nothing but nice things about you. Everyone missed you when you moved to the convent.”

“Oh, they did?” Julia said, touched that anyone had remembered her. She paused. “Are you serious, they actually missed me?”

Jasta pulled a lavender gown out of the trunk and shook it free of creases. “Yeah, of course they did. The palace staff loved you. Arcadia’s tutor told endless stories of how smart you were. The head chef, the downstairs maids, the groundskeepers—everyone retold story after story from your childhood. To be truthful, I feel like I already know you.”

“Oh.” Tears formed in her eyes. “Mr. Jeffers? And Twilo and Yenra and Gerald? That’s so sweet.” She’d been so absorbed, while growing up, in hiding her magic and how much she was being kept out of her father’s life, she’d never realized what she’d actually had. The people she’d really grown up with who’d cared about her. “Are they okay? Did any of them return after the sack?”

Jasta paused and swallowed hard. “Not all of them…I’ll tell you more later.”

Julia’s breath caught. More tears leaked from her eyes.

“Female,” a voice boomed.

Julia turned. “Hmm?”

Alaric stomped over and engulfed her small hand with a giant claw. “Why is there water leaking from your eyes? Are you hurt? Are you unwell?”

She blinked. And sniffed. Then smiled up at him. “I’m fine, really. I was just speaking with Jasta. We were remembering humans we cared about whom we lost when the Goths sacked the city.”

“Huh,” remarked Idris. “The best idea we ever had was killing those Goths.”

Theron grunted in agreement.

Alaric turned back toward his friends and let out a series of grunts and snarls. The two Vandals chuckled in agreement at whatever it was that he’d said. It really was amazing how these beasts were able to move so smoothly between their own brutal language and the language of her own people. Would she ever be able to learn to speak Vandal? Was she physically capable? She’d have to ask Alaric. The Vandals had all gone through the bother to learn Latin and who knew what other languages. The least she could do was try to learn theirs.

“Come and eat with us, my mate,” Alaric said, waving her over with a claw. “You need food, you’re too small.”

He thought she was too small? Not once had anyone ever thought Julia Claudian was too small. She went with Alaric. He sat and pulled her onto his lap and insisted on hand-feeding her. It was actually kinda cute. She drank two cups of coffee and ate a few eggs that he carefully fed her while he chatted with his friends and now she felt half awake and ready to tackle the day.

Eventually Idris and Theron finished their own breakfast and left, then Jasta and the other servants left too. And even though Julia was ashamed to find herself secretly wishing this meant she and Alaric were going to spend the entire day together naked in bed, he started dressing.

“What are you doing?” she pouted.

“Someone has to make sure this town gets fixed. I’m leaving to direct the rebuilding of the city.” He pulled a billowy off-white shirt over his head and the opening immediately got caught in his horns. She sighed, not wanting to see the fabric rip, and walked over to help him unpluck it and pull it down over his twisty horns to settle correctly on his wide grey shoulders.

“Are you sure you can’t stay with me?”

He stepped into his leggings and pulled them on. “Rest here, female. I will return later. You will have anything you need. In a few days we’ll move into the palace. Meanwhile we will make you comfortable in the tent city.”

She let out a heavy exhale, surprised at the disappointment bubbling inside. Shouldn’t she be grateful the Vandal was done with her? She glanced down and blinked at his rough bare feet, bigger than the feet of any man she’d ever seen, and his toenails were black and pointy. She glanced around and noticed there weren’t any boots. Nothing but her own slippers. “You don’t wear shoes?”

He snorted. “No, that’s a human thing. We only put those ridiculous coverings on our feet if we’re in the snow. And even then, it’s optional.”

“Oh.”

His fingers went under her chin, she met his warm silver gaze and her stomach fluttered. He kissed her hard, his forked tongue sweeping into her mouth, his fangs tracking against her lips. He pulled back and her heart continued to race in her chest.

“I hope you like this touching of lips, this k-eh-sss that you taught me. I will continue to master it in order to please you. I will return later and pleasure you with my lips and tongue and we will see if you are recovered enough to take my cock.”

“Okay,” she breathed.











Chapter 8





Alaric stepped out of his tent and instantly shifted into his battle-beast. He let out a sigh of relief and stretched his muscles. His spines lifted and then clicked back into place. It was always good to be back with his beast.

The only thing of value they’d been able to save from the wreckage of the G’reesh Voyager was a clothing fabricator.

Not a med bay kit.

Or a food dispenser.

Nor blasters, comm units, or universal translators. Just a damn travel-size clothing fabricator. And yet, in the end, this object was their savior. This was how all of their clothing was shift-resistant, weather repellant and in plentiful supply. And how they were able to create currency that the humans found valuable. The jewels and gold accessories the solar-powered clothing fabricator was able to easily produce made them “rich” in the eyes of humans.

He growled at the other Vandals who roamed the tent city, greeting them warmly in the glow of the new sun. They glanced at him, obviously startled to see Alaric G’reesh so light-hearted. But how could he not be, when he’d spent the evening fucking his new mate and the morning feeding her fabulous Yorman delicacies from his own claw?

He took off running straight for the main city gate, not caring one bit who was in the way. He was ready to embrace the sights, scents and sounds of the place he was rebuilding to call home. Home for him, his crew and now his mate and future offspring. He had to work harder to secure their future.

Humans screamed and scurried out of the way as he charged through the gate. One thing he enjoyed about this planet was the freedom to shift into his battle-beast. He’d been in his beast-form more in the last two years than he’d been his whole entire life. And it felt good. Damn good. Their battles as their beasts weren’t performance art, but actual real-time battles with real world consequences. He hunted and fought as his beast and enjoyed every minute. If he was ever able to make it back home, he’d make this his life’s work, teaching other Vandals about the importance of reconnecting in modern times with their ancient past as more beast than Vandal.

He ran on his four powerful legs through streets, passing groups of huddled humans. A female flashed by out of the corner of his eye who reminded him of his own female.

A growl rumbled in his chest.

If only he knew her name.

Now that he was away from her addictive scent, the timber of her voice and her eyes that gazed at him endlessly, he was thinking clearer. Alaric worked here to create a permanent home for the Vandals, a place to prove to the humans that they could be governed under a peaceful Vandal king. And this he planned to do well. Very well.

He finally reached the grounds of the burnt-out Imperial Palace, skidded to a halt in the front gardens and shifted back into his Vandal-form. Humans screamed again at the sight of his swift change. He laughed and shook his head. It must be lonely for humans, living in only their single forms, without a beast to bond with or to offer protection.

He swept through the echoing main entrance, checking to see that the rebuilding was moving along to his specifications. He passed large crowds of humans shouting instructions to each other as they busily worked on the reconstruction, which made him happy. He was paying them a huge amount of human currency—they’d better be working. Then he strode into the suite of rooms he’d confiscated as his own office.

“Send for Idris,” he yelled.

He’d taken Honorious’s former office as his own. The room had somehow escaped both pillaging and fire. The walls were painted with pictures of human battles and covered with lined cases stuffed with rolled items humans referred to as “scrolls.” There were also personal artifacts from the Emperor’s many years of rule.

It wasn’t a place Alaric found comfortable. He didn’t feel as if this were his own office, but a place he invaded. He’d had a quiet respect for the former Emperor who’d recently signed a peace treaty with Alaric, making him a general in the Yorman army, thereby ensuring the Vandals wouldn’t starve and were recipients of the all-important grain shipments coming from North Africa. Most of the humans on this planet had been terrified of the Vandals and treated them like monsters to be exterminated. But when Alaric had finally communicated with the Emperor of the Western Empire, that male had always treated him with respect.

Alaric hadn’t made it to Yorma in time to save the Emperor’s life, but he’d arrived to clean up the mess afterwards. He might not be what these humans wanted, but he was the best being for the job at the moment.

He sat at Honorious’s former desk and glanced at the clutter of scrolls. “Primitive,” he growled. He’d spent his whole life using holo vids and hand-held glass tablets to communicate, along with the help of a variety of computers and AI. In his office building on K-Vindal he’d recently upgraded to three floors of staff whose only jobs had been to organize the logistics of his business and run the affairs of the other employees.

And now he’d regressed to a rustic desk, a stack of papyrus, a bottle of ink, and clay tablets.

He clenched his jaw and picked up one scroll and then another and shook his head. Plenium, the trusted human scribe he’d hired a year ago who’d helped him communicate with the other humans, had died last moon cycle of some random illness. Alaric shook his head, thinking how troubling it was that humans died this easily. His crew didn’t have a med bay, but they did at least have the healing sleep of their beasts. Even in their Vandal-forms they sickened less and healed faster than the humans. Alaric took a deep breath. This was yet another reason why his mate needed his bite. His pheromones would give her the advanced healing of his species and then he would worry less about her health.

He moved his arm and accidentally knocked a whole stack of scrolls onto the floor. A growl rumbled in his chest. This was ridiculous. He really, really needed a new scribe. But Alaric was living in a city of enemies. He had no idea who he should hire as Plenium’s replacement.

He moved from his desk and bent down to pick up the scrolls. What was taking Idris so long? “Where is—”

A large beast snarled from behind him.

Alaric’s lips twitched. How long had Idris been in the room? He stood up and shook his head ruefully.

“You’ve grown as soft as a human,” Idris responded as he shifted from his beast back into his Vandal-form.

“Someone had to learn to live like them,” Alaric snorted. He placed the scrolls onto the desk and regained his seat.

Idris’s face remained impassive. He lowered his large, muscular frame into a small human-sized seat on the opposite side of the desk. Alaric stared at his friend, thinking again how much had changed in their lives. He regretted the fact that he’d ordered this male onto that trip with him. Idris had been Alaric’s bodyguard, head of security and sometime business spy and an indispensable member of his team. Alaric had been trying to standardize a shipping industry that had been formerly dominated by pirates and smugglers. Moving space shipping from an illegal business, into a legal business practice wasn’t easy. But it had worked. Although he and Idris both suspected the reason for their random trip through a wormhole was a result of sabotage.

But the fact remained that if he’d let Idris skip this one mission, then he wouldn’t be stuck here with him now. This knowledge weighed heavily on Alaric’s heart and mind.

Idris K’rek and Brennus K’Talu were Alaric’s two best friends on this new planet. Alaric was close with all the Vandals; they were his crew and he was their Alpha. But these two were the beings he confided in the most. Brennus had been the Captain of the G’reesh Voyager and had bravely tried to save them all from the random wormhole and resulting crash. He’d demanded to go down with the ship, but Alaric and Idris had dragged the raging, cursing Brennus off the Voyager before it exploded.

Now all three of them had grown close since their crash-landing on Earth. Alaric considered both of these males the backbone of the Vandals—the males he worked with most to gain a foothold within the empire for their crew.

Idris had proven himself indispensable in gaining human intelligence. He’d created an elaborate network of human spies, some planted in the other barbarian tribes in Gaul and Spain, or amongst the Huns, and in the court of the Eastern Empire. Idris was Alaric’s eyes and ears, the Vandal who headed off danger before it began.

“What did you think of her?” Alaric asked, eager to hear what his friend thought of his new mate.

“She’s acceptable.”

“Acceptable?” Alaric sputtered, leaning forward. “Acceptable? My truemate is stunning.”

Idris chuckled. “She’s your mate. To me she’s a pleasant-looking human female pretending to be someone she’s not.”

“You consider her merely pleasant-looking?”

Idris grunted in agreement.

Alaric shifted in his seat, his cock hardening at the thought of his mate’s large teats and her sensitive nipples.

“You need to stop thinking with your cock,” his friend chided. “She’s not Princess Galla. Do you even know her real name?”

“No, I don’t,” he admitted.

“You haven’t bitten her yet, have you?”

“No, I held back. I left tracks but haven’t pierced her flesh and left my mark. I’m not ready and neither is she.”

“Good. You know they’re all in on this deception, don’t you?”

Alaric nodded. “I noticed that too, in the tent. All of the humans know she’s not their Princess and they’re helping her in this pretense.”

“Why would they do this? Why go to such great lengths to keep the real Galla from us?”

Alaric tapped his claws on the desk. “You said Galla had given birth to a child?”

“Yes, she has a son, there is no doubt. The story was corroborated by three different sources.”

“I trust your information. I know how thorough you are. But, remember, this means that the real Galla wasn’t a virgin. Neither of us ever cared about that, this ceremony was always for the humans. But, from what I could glean from my female, the humans believed their Princess would be banished if I discovered she wasn’t a virgin. The Yormans must have sent a replacement, hoping to save their Princess from what they believed would be certain death.”

The other man’s lips twitched. “They believed those lies we spread about virgin sacrifice and banishment?”

“Too well. I suspect my female is of the same line as the Princess, but I don’t remember hearing Galla had a sister. Honorious had two children—Arcadia, who died during the Goth invasion, and their only daughter, Galla.”

His friend’s eyes narrowed. “It’s obvious you already care deeply for your new mate, but don’t let your guard down until we know who she really is. She is pretending to be Galla. There must be some gain in this. Where is the real Galla?”

Alaric gave him a curt nod, hating to be reminded of the deception behind those blue eyes he’d seen filled with so much passion. He’d almost bit her already. Twice.

“You know how I feel about Vandals choosing humans as truemates.”

Alaric rolled his eyes. Yes, he knew. Idris ranted about this subject once per moon cycle.

“It’s risky. What if we’re rescued? What if we find a way back home? Then what will you do with your human mate and your half-human offspring?”

Alaric clenched his jaw. He hated hearing this from Idris, despite the fact that he had a good point. What would he do? Earth was a D-class planet. If they were rescued by the Vandal military or law enforcement, they’d all be ordered off-world and returned to K-Vindal, torn from their human families. Their mates and offspring wouldn’t be allowed to leave this planet and he legally wouldn’t be allowed to stay.

And how could he survive without his mate?

“Alaric, I’m a chemically castrated widower, living apart from my son for the rest of my life. I know what I speak of.”

Alaric winced. His friend was one of the unlucky few—a male who’d left behind a child he’d never see again on K-Vindal.

“If you were found here by the K-Vindal military they’d have to follow intergalactic law and wouldn’t validate your mating bond. You’d be screwed.”

His claws dug into the desk. “I know and I understand the risk.”

Idris let out a snort of disgust. “You think we’re never going home.”

“There is no way we’re…” he muttered, then shook his head. “Idris, it’s been two years. We’ve tried everything. We need to accept that we aren’t returning. We need to concentrate on making a home here, on Earth.”

Idris stood and paced the room. “I’m never giving up. Never.”

Alaric watched his friend, understanding his reasons, but still disagreeing. They had to agree to disagree on this matter. “My new mate might have magic,” he threw out, trying to change the subject.

“Magic?” Idris turned and pegged him with an intense stare. “I thought that was nothing but a story humans told. I’ve never seen this magic used or felt it. How do you know it was real?”

“I can only guess. When I first met my female, she was scared of my appearance and I felt an elemental warmth flow from her and into my chest.”

“Did it cause you any harm?”

“No, but it was powerful. The magic touched my heart, examined it and then dissipated. Because it was ineffective, I suspect it doesn’t work on Vandals.”

Idris smiled with grim delight and returned to his seat. “That would make sense, because we aren’t of this world. Did they send this female because of her power?”

“I don’t know.”

Idris cursed. “She probably tried to kill you last night with her magic but failed.”

“Yes,” Alaric sighed. It was true.

“Not only did the Yormans find a replacement for the real Galla, but they sent a witch against you? Where is she now?”

“She’s still in my tent. Theron is protecting her.”

“Why would you continue to sleep next to a female who tried to kill you?”

Alaric grunted. “She’s my mate. She might have arrived thinking she was my assassin, but I know she already feels our bond.”

Idris stared at him, then gave a curt nod. “Are you going to bite her soon?”

Alaric tracked his claws on the desk. “It will be hard for me to hold back.”

“She could be a spy, an assassin. She could be fooling you, tricking you up until the moment she opens the gates to the humans who hate us.”

Primitive, possessive urges swept through his body. “I am certain she is surprised to have found that I’m her truemate. Whoever she is, I’m keeping her.”

A growled rumbled in Idris’s chest.

“She can’t hurt me with her magic,” Alaric reassured, “and after today she will be next to me at all times. I will watch her. She will have no time to report to anyone. She is allowed no correspondence. If she displays any magic in a way that is harmful to anyone, I will immediately put a stop to it.”

Idris cocked his head. “You can’t afford to close your eyes for a moment. Your mate might kill you in your sleep. She’s human, her bond to you might not be as strong yet as you think.”

Alaric grimaced. “I am not easy to kill. I can defend myself from the wrath of one small human.”

Idris nodded. “I will do what I can to protect you, even though you insist on keeping this human close. Also, we haven’t seen Queen Sonja since the night before the altar ceremony. She’s disappeared. Has your new mate spoken of the Queen?”

“No, and I have not asked her. There is no point. She will just lie.”

“True.”

They were both silent, letting this unsolved puzzle marinate.

Idris spoke again. “I have news about another matter.”

“Good or bad?”

Idris shrugged. “You’ll have to decide for yourself. Brennus woke from his healing sleep strong enough to travel. The moment he heard of your plan to try and mate the Princess he was eager to shift into his beast and run to Yorma. He tried to start his journey but was still too weak. The stubborn bastard tried again two diurnals later and is now on his way here. He was said to be ranting about how he must stop your mating ceremony.”

“Why? Why didn’t he want me to scent this Princess?”

“No one knows.”

Alaric raked his claws through his hair. Brennus was well-known to the humans because he’d battled and killed a famed monster the humans hated called Grendel—but he’d almost died himself in the process. He’d needed to shift into his beast for a prolonged healing sleep. Not having Brennus at his side during the takeover of Yorma had been difficult. Brennus was his backbone, but he was also an unpredictable asshole who said exactly what he felt, no matter the situation. And this side of him had grown worse over the last year as an unusual rage burned within Brennus’s soul. One day the Vandal seemed to be dealing well with being stranded on Earth, and then he was mad at everything and everyone. No one understood the abrupt change.

“Well,” Alaric finally answered. “After hearing that news, I need a drink. By the time Brennus arrives he’s going to be a raging mess. Want to share a pitcher of mead?”

Idris rubbed the back of his neck and smiled ruefully. “Yes. The days ahead are going to be rough.”











Chapter 9





As soon as Alaric left the tent, Jasta stepped back inside and directed the other servants to start a bath for the “Princess Galla.”

And well, how could Julia say no to a hot bath?

Baths didn’t exist at the convent of the Sisters of the Moon. There were only bowls of freezing cold water and scratchy wash cloths, and then the occasional hair wash with more freezing water; harsh combings and bars of rough soap. This was her second decadent full-body hot bath in the last two days, and she sighed with delight as she sank into the sweet-smelling tub.

Julia closed her eyes and rested her head back, doing her best to remain calm over the fact that Thera had returned and was even now busily walking around the tent. They ignored each other, which worked out fine.

This seemed to be Julia’s position in life—remaining calm even when she didn’t want to, because if she didn’t, people died. It was a strange life she led, never being allowed to become upset at what someone said or did because her own reaction could be so extreme it might lead to someone’s death. So yet again, she did her best to let this latest indignity go, acting as if the idea of the woman who’d threatened to kill her, and was now in her room as she changed, was nothing to her. She pasted a smile on her face. Like usual.

Jasta and Thera chatted to each other as they worked, because apparently they were friends? Julia sighed and stared at the roof of the tent. How could Jasta stand being around that woman?

Eventually the water turned cold and Julia was pruned, so she got out of the tub. The two women helped her with towels to dry off and offered beautiful gowns for her to choose from to dress for the day.

Choose? There were choices?

Julia had only two dresses at the convent. The plain one she wore every day, and the plainer, rougher dress she wore when the other one was being washed. She slept in her shift and bloomers.

But here in the tent were three different chests filled with a dazzling array of expensive clothes, jewels, silky underclothes, and everything a Princess might possibly need. None of it was hers. The chests had been organized and delivered by Thera and Jasta. And they hadn’t forgotten a single detail in the implementation of “the plan.” The Vandals had to believe she was the Princess Galla of Yorma, the legitimate daughter of the dead Emperor of the Western Empire, so she needed to dress the part.

The two women helped her into a day gown which draped across her curves with enticing folds of rich lavender fabric. The bust area was a bit tight but all it did was flash more cleavage, which wasn’t so bad. The length was too long, but it wasn’t noticeable to anyone but her. Julia murmured in awe over the delicate and richly colored clothing, and the matching soft leather slippers. This was the first time in her life she’d been dressed so elaborately.

A young woman from the city stepped into the tent and quietly introduced herself as Lystra, the hair stylist. Julia tried her best to act completely bored by this, but inside she was squealing with delight. A hair stylist? She watched as Lystra skillfully curled, braided and twisted her unruly blonde hair into an elaborate style that was fashionable nowadays. Afterwards, the girl handed her a small mirror so she could admire the handiwork. Julia’s eyes widened at her appearance.

“You look beautiful,” Jasta beamed.

“Thank you,” Julia breathed. “And thank you, Lystra, you did a wonderful job.”

Lystra packed up her supplies and Thera paid her and sent her on her way. Then the older woman turned and frowned at Julia. “No one is going to believe this act,” she muttered. “She doesn’t look anything like the real Princess.”

What the hell? Could this bitch be more dismissive?

“Thera,” Jasta admonished. “Julia looks beautiful.”

“I don’t care if she’s pretty or not. The fact is, she doesn’t look like the Princess. She’s shorter and curvier. No one will believe this, which puts us all in danger.”

“Of course they’ll believe this,” Jasta hissed, “as long as you don’t ruin things by opening your big mouth and giving away her true name.”

Thera gasped with indignation. “I would never—”

“Thera,” Julia cut in, “if you hate me so much, why are you here?”

Jasta snorted in agreement.

Thera blew out a breath. “I’m only here because the job pays well. And the Vandals hired my son.”

Jasta sighed. “Can’t you soften your sharp words for just a moment?”

“What sharp words? I only speak the truth. This city is in ruins and the Vandals are the only ones hiring, so I’m stuck here.”

“Can’t you concentrate on just getting along?”

Thera huffed. “You do not tell me what to do, Jasta Thruton. I’m the head of the household here, you follow my rules.”

Julia felt the heavy beat of her heart, and Thera’s. She needed to stop this. Now, before it got out of control.

“Thera, this is ridiculous, you—”

“No. No. Enough,” Julia ordered.

Both women stared at her.

“Everything has changed now,” Julia continued. “I get it, Thera, you want to keep your job and you want to protect your son, and you’re worried I’m not the person who can make that happen for you. You’re worried I’ll not only ruin Galla’s plans but I’ll mess up the good thing you’ve got going here too. Okay. But I’m married to the King of the Vandals now and he’ll defer to me in who is hired to work at the Palace. So actually, I’m your boss, therefore you need to watch what you say to me. You need to follow my rules.”

They were all quiet for a moment.

“If you help me,” Julia told her, “I’ll help you. I promise.”

 

One hour later Julia put down her quill and wiped ink off her fingers. “I’d enjoy a walk this morning,” she announced, glancing over at Jasta. “Maybe a tour of the camp?”

Jasta’s gorgeous brown eyes widened. She put down the clothing she was mending and visibly trembled like a deer caught in the crosshair of a hunter’s bow.

Julia sighed. Why? Why this reaction? She’d lose her mind if she had to remain cooped up inside this tent all day. Why would it be wrong to step out and smell the spring air? She understood she needed to be watched, but there was no reason to keep her confined. “What is the point of dressing me if I am to sit within these four walls? I cannot stay in this tent all day and all night.”

Jasta hesitated. “A walk? To where?”

“It doesn’t matter. Please, I must have fresh air. I was always busy at the convent. Sitting like this for too long makes me uncomfortable. Can we at least walk outside? Isn’t Theron supposed to be my protector? Where is he? We can invite him to walk with us for safety.”

Jasta nodded, relief flashing across her face. “I’ll ask Theron. He’s standing right outside.” She opened the flap to the entrance of the tent and stepped out.

Julia grabbed a shawl and followed close behind, hoping to lend her voice if there were any doubts from the Vandal. The morning light blinded her for a moment, then her vision adjusted, and she noted the gray giant standing outside. Theron was dressed like a typical Vandal, in leggings tied with leather strips, black toenails and bare feet, fur-trimmed tunic, armored breast plate, dark hair, black horns, and the requisite fangs. Theron was young, and almost handsome, for a Vandal, but Alaric was taller, his eyes were brighter, his jaw firmer—

Oh gosh. She couldn’t believe she was starting to view some of these Vandals as “handsome.” A short while ago, being close to one of them would’ve brought her to her knees in fear. And now all she could think of was Alaric’s touch, the feel of his mouth, and his cock.

A wave of heat fluttered in her belly.

“Princess Galla?” Jasta touched her arm.

“Hmmm?”

“Are you ready?”

“Oh, sorry.” She blushed, ashamed her thoughts had strayed in such a way. “Yes, thank you, I’d love to go for a walk.”

Julia walked slow at first as her pussy still ached pleasurably, reminding her of who’d taken possession of her body the night before. But the male who’d touched her so intimately was also the man she was expected to hate and betray. And today was only the first day of this misery. She had weeks of this deception ahead of her. Her stomach soured and her step faltered as the reality of her situation took hold. Images of Alaric proudly keeping her on his lap and tenderly feeding her flashed through her mind. She took a few deep breaths. Her eyes stung. She glanced around at the rows of tents, and then at Jasta and Theron, who were now staring at her openly.

Julia pasted on a fake smile.

Theron bowed solemnly and gestured for the women to precede him.

I can do this. I can do this for my people. If I fail, Galla will fail and the whole plan to retake the city will fail.

She lifted her chin and stepped forward, playing the role expected of her. A gentle breeze blew across her cheek, easing her fears, bringing with it the scent of jasmine. It was good to be outside, to feel the sun shining on her face. This was exactly what she’d needed to ease her fears.

She glanced around, catching glimpses between the tents of the massive city walls or the gentle green pastures. Yorma sat on a peninsula and was blessed with mild weather. A patchwork of productive farms dotted the surrounding land and Theodosious’s walls, the mightiest ever build, surrounded the city, keeping it safe from invaders. An ocean of tents butted up against the walls of the fortified city. Julia had no idea the city was so beautiful to look upon from this vantage point. There was so much she didn’t know, so much she hadn’t seen before.

“This is the first time I’ve ever been outside the city in my whole life,” she admitted.

Jasta glanced at her. “But, Your Majesty,” she said loudly, for Theron’s benefit, “I was told you lived for a time in the Eastern Empire.”

Julia’s cheeks heated as she realized her misstep—the real Galla had traveled often, living for years in the Eastern Empire. It was common knowledge. “I was kept close by my father. He wanted to ensure my safety,” Julia answered, trying to cover her mistake.

“My father wanted me close too,” Jasta responded. “The only reason he allowed my request to move to Yorma and become a handmaiden of the Princess was because the royal blacksmith was here to keep watch over me. He is my father’s client.”

Julia nodded. It made sense. She’d always known that both Thera and Jasta weren’t commoners. In order to be offered their positions at the palace they’d both had to originally come from well-connected families.

“Is the blacksmith’s son your intended?” Julia asked. “Is that why you were sent here?”

“Oh no. He’s not. Um, the blacksmith’s son is promised to a girl in Ravenna since they were children. No, the blacksmith is my father’s client, and my protector. Nothing more. And anyways, neither of them are here. They both fled to Milan.”

“They left without you?” Julia gasped.

“Yep,” Jasta agreed with thin lips. “Without me.”

Theron growled from behind them.

Julia looked closely at Jasta, noting the girl’s darkened cheeks and nervous smile. “Mmm,” she answered. “So, are you promised to another then?”

“Yes,” Jasta sighed heavily. “I’m promised to Gundrun. We are to wed this spring.”

“Gundrun?”

“You don’t know him. He’s also a client of my father’s. He’s a scribe who lives in Ravenna.”

“Wait, does that mean you’ll have to return to Ravenna someday?”

“Yes.”

Julia frowned. “Are you excited to marry Gundrun?”

“My father has chosen a worthy man,” Jasta answered carefully.

Julia waited for her friend to explain more, but the young woman was wringing her hands and looking away. Oh well, she’d pry the real story out of her another time, when they were alone, because there was definitely a good story there.

They continued to walk in companionable silence, down row after row of empty tents. “It’s quiet outside,” Julia mused. She stopped and looked around. “I thought to see many Vandals busy about the tents, but the area here is almost empty.”

“Everyone is in the city, making repairs.”

“Repairs?” Julia asked, genuinely surprised. “All of the Vandals are making repairs in the city?”

Jasta glanced back at Theron, then answered. “I heard that King Alaric wants the palace repaired so that he can move you both out of the tents and into the palace within a few days.”

“Oh yes, he told me that too.” Alaric had explained this to her earlier in the morning. But…the palace? She’d be expected to live in the palace? Why hadn’t she thought of this? Of course this would have been eventually expected of her. God, returning to the palace where she’d lived as a third-class citizen, and now to be expected to take on the role of…of what, the Queen? She swallowed. How could she possibly fool anyone into believing she was a Princess, let alone a Queen?

Maybe Thera had a point.

Jasta nodded. “Yes, the palace. We’ll have everyone out of these tents soon.” Jasta was so busy glancing back at Theron she didn’t look where she was going and she stumbled on a stone in their path. She started to fall, but Theron sped forward and caught her before she hit the ground.

“Be careful,” the Vandal growled. “Pay attention to where you are going, or you will be hurt.”

Jasta blushed a charming shade of dark pink. Julia couldn’t hide the smile that spread across her face. Theron held Jasta’s arm for a moment longer than was strictly necessary, a look of caring crossing his monstrous features. He let go and stepped back, regaining his position behind the two women. But Jasta paused and asked him a question.

Meanwhile, Julia thought she caught a glimpse out of the corner of her eye of familiar light brown, wavy hair. Disturbingly familiar. Her breath caught in her throat. No. Could it be? She turned and caught a fleeting look and grew more certain.

Jasta and Theron were chatting, completely absorbed in a long conversation. Perfect. Julia took a sharp left turn, around the corner of a tent. Then she bumped into someone.

“Oh!” the other person cried out.

Julia reached out and grabbed the shoulders of the young woman standing in front of her. “Noeme?”

“Oh shit.”

“Noeme? Is that really you?” Julia gushed. “How is this possible? I’d heard you were dead.”

The girl pulled away and tried to move past her. “You’ve made a mistake,” she said rapidly. “I’m not who you think I am. I’ve got to go.”

“Noeme!” Julia cried out. “Stop. It’s me, Julia.”

Noeme froze and turned around, her brow furrowed. “Julia?” She stepped closer and narrowed her eyes. “Julia Claudian? Honorious’s bastard? Is that you?”

Julia winced. Why did this description continue to haunt her? Noeme meant no harm, it was literally the title everyone used, she’d heard it her whole life. She gave a curt nod of agreement. “Yes, it’s me.”

“Oh wow. Julia, what are you doing here in the Vandals’ tent city?”

“What am I doing here? What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be dead.”

Noeme opened her mouth, then closed it. And bit her lip. “I…” She looked around, seeming to make sure they were still alone in the aisle between two tents. “I’m living here in the tent city,” she whispered, “with the Vandals.”

“W…what? You’re living with the Vandals?” Julia sputtered. “On purpose?”

“Yes,” Noeme laughed. “I’m living with them ‘on purpose.’ And tell me, why are you here? Last I’d heard you’d been banished to the convent of the Sisters of the Moon. Why are you in the Vandals’ tent city too?”

Julia blew out a breath. “I’m here because I married Alaric last night. He keeps saying I’m his mate.”

Noeme barked out a laugh, then clapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes lit with humor. “You married Alaric? …Alaric? The Alpha?”

The Alpha? “Yes. I married Alaric. He demanded a virginal Princess as tribute and—”

“He did?” Noeme rolled her eyes. “Why don’t these Vandals ask my advice before they do things, like talk to other humans? Let me guess, he demanded a virgin as sacrifice and they chained you to that damn Pagan altar up in the mountains?”

“Yes,” Julia gasped. “Yes. Just like they did to you. But…”

“But you were a virgin?”

Heat flamed across Julia’s cheeks. “Um, yes, I was a virgin.”

Noeme leaned in and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Julia, you were living in a convent, it was to be expected.”

A smile tugged at the corner of Julia’s lips. “Thank you for understanding.”

They both chuckled.

“I have something else to tell you that’s really important,” Julia said. “Something I need your help with.”

“Okay.”

“I’m not here as Julia. The Vandals all think I’m Galla.”

Noeme’s head jerked back. “Galla? Why do they think you’re Galla? You’re nothing like that bitch.”

Julia barked out a laugh. “Because I’m pretending to be her. My sister wasn’t a virgin, so I went in her stead so she wouldn’t be banished.”

“Aaah. Makes sense. She talked you into this?”

“Yes. So if anyone refers to me as Princess Galla, just go with it.”

“Sure.”

“Galla? Princess Galla!” voices cried out.

Julia glanced back. “Shoot.” She grabbed Noeme’s hand. “Are you okay? Do you need my help?”

Noeme smiled that charming smile of hers with not one, but two dimples. “I’m perfectly fine,” she stated. “I’m mated to two brothers who are taking very good care of me.”

“No. You mated two Vandals?”

“Yes. I faked my own death and I’m hiding here in the tent city with my males, and then I’m moving into the palace and hiding out there with them too, because I’m one hundred percent certain that no one I knew in Yorma would ever understand my present lifestyle choice.”

Julia stood there, staring at Noeme open-mouthed.

“See? I’m right. Look at you. You’re married to one of them, having sex with him and probably already pregnant with his baby and even you are shocked at what I’ve told you.”

“Two Vandals?” Julia repeated, somehow finding this more important than the fact that Noeme had faked her own death. “You have two Vandal husbands in bed with you at once? At…at the same time?”

“Yes. You’re having trouble wrapping your brain around that part, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Julia sighed. “I mean, they’re so…big.”

Noeme flashed a knowing smile. “I know. Right?”

“Princess Galla?!”

Noeme took a step back. “Go. It’s okay. I was on my way to a secret meeting with my sister. I’m trying to help my family wrap their brains around this too. I’ll see you later. And Julia, I’m happy you’re here. It’ll be nice to have a friend in this new life.” She clasped Julia’s hand with a warm grip and then let go.











Chapter 10





“You were saying—” Julia prompted her friend. “About the repairs in the city?”

Jasta was visibly trying to refocus in order to answer Julia’s question, obviously still flustered by earlier events. Julia felt terrible that she’d scared her friend so badly, but later, when they returned to the tent and she told Jasta the hot gossip about Noeme, she was certain she’d be forgiven for her disappearing act.

“Well, I heard two of the Vandals talking earlier about the repairs and plans,” Jasta answered. “They said that King Alaric wants everyone behind the protection of the walls as soon as possible. This is why they’re being rebuilt both day and night with two shifts of workers. He’s worried Yorma will be attacked and he wants the city safe.”

He was? It was as if he knew Galla’s plan already. But that was impossible. How could he know? “Attacked by whom?” she asked. “Who do they think is going to attack?”

“The Vandals killed the Goths’ warlord and their army ran away and scattered, but they think they could regroup and come back. The Huns are ever on the lookout…and the Eastern Empire could attack too.”

Hmm. “Alaric is really inside the city directing the reconstruction?”

“Yes, he’s very busy,” Theron answered from behind them. “The Vandals and the Yormans are working non-stop.”

Julia nodded, surprised to discover the Vandals were so…smart and hardworking. It was as if they weren’t really beasts but men. She was constantly learning something new about these creatures.

They continued on their walk, with Theron right behind them. Soon they arrived near the busy gates to the city of Yorma.

“Can we go inside?” Julia asked.

Jasta looked at Theron. He nodded in agreement.

They walked through the towering gates and merged into the throng of people. It was strange, entering the city through the main gate. There were large parts of Yorma she didn’t know, having been confined mainly to the palace or the convent her whole life. She was curious, wanting to know everything that had formerly been denied to her.

They passed through the gates and hit the stench of the devastated city. Her nostrils flared and her stomach clenched. Oh wow. She was appalled once again at what the Goths had wrought.

The sack of Yorma was a blow to all the citizens of the empire. Shops, buildings, markets, homes, great works of art and architecture—destroyed. Wealthy patrician families had been stripped of their wealth, their valuables carted away. Really, it was a blow to all of mankind. Some of history’s most famed artifacts were held for safekeeping in Yorma. It made her sick to be reminded of how the mausoleums had been smashed. They’d held the remains of former Emperors and famed generals covering hundreds of years of Yorman history and they’d been demolished, their ashes scattered to the wind.

During the sack, the Goths had declared churches and convents exempt, and citizens taking refuge therein were safe. But persons caught outside had been fair game for rape and murder—and there’d been plenty of that during the three days of pillaging and destruction.

Yorma, the eternal city, had been brought to its knees.

What a damn waste.

People were busy everywhere. There was a sense of urgency on the streets, as if there were no time to spare. A section of Theodosious’s walls, the most important part of the city’s fortification, had been destroyed. An army of men—soldiers and laborers from the look of them—were rebuilding the walls.

“I know why the walls need to be rebuilt, but why is everyone in such a hurry?” she asked.

“There have been rumors that the Eastern Empire will send an army to retake Yorma,” Theron rumbled, entering again into their conversation. “We want the walls up before this happens. If the walls are up, we are safe. If not, we aren’t.”

Julia didn’t know what to say. It was true, the Eastern army was coming. And at that moment, she didn’t know whether that was good or bad.

“Keep moving, stay clear of the working humans. I don’t want you hurt,” Theron cautioned. “Stay close to me while we walk through the town.”

They left the perimeter of the city and walked up wide boulevards toward the city’s center. The top of the burnt-out Imperial Palace could be seen on a distant hill. Julia didn’t say a word to her companions, busy taking in all the sights. Throngs of citizens laden with supplies, going the opposite direction to them, were streaming out of the city. It had been a week since the Vandals had defeated the Goths, and many of the citizens had recovered, looked around and started to rebuild. But many decided rebuilding wasn’t worth the effort and decided to leave.

Julia knew that Alaric wasn’t forcing anyone to stay. Many Yormans had perished in the initial Goth invasion. Others were now relocating, hoping to start over elsewhere in the empire, unable to cope with the idea of being ruled by Vandals.

They entered a square and the imposing Senate building was in front, its façade of columns scattered to the ground. Other structures that faced the square were equally as fire damaged. Despite the destruction, the area was buzzing with human activity, swarming with both Yormans and the occasional Vandal. Some of the stores and eating establishments had already reopened for business.

The noise of so many in one place was deafening. The three of them stood on the side of the road as hundreds of people swirled around.

“You can’t go in there,” Theron growled.

Julia glanced in surprise at her companions. A heated discussion had flared between Theron and Jasta. Her friend had her hands on her hips. “You can’t tell me what to do,” she spat.

Julia had no idea what the two of them were arguing about, but Theron appeared very angry, and so did Jasta. Julia bit her lip, trying not to laugh. Those two were cute.

Her attention immediately wandered elsewhere. She turned her back on the arguing couple to watch the road. Fancy carriages, as well as wagons of materials pulled by clopping horses, passed nearby. Julia’s eyes were everywhere, taking it all in. It was so exciting, being right where the action was.

Her eyes caught the movement of a small child in front of her, less than two years old. Oh wow. She couldn’t help herself from staring because the little girl had to be half human, half Vandal. She had to be. There were the same curved black horns, but small and delicate. Her eyes were Vandal liquid silver. But her hair was an interesting shade of red-gold and her skin wasn’t grey. In fact, a woman was holding her hand, a red-haired woman who looked like she was straight from the outer reaches of the empire. This must be her mother.

And Julia wondered—did the little girl shift into a beast too?

Julia glanced around and noted she wasn’t the only one openly gaping at the child. People were walking slow and staring, stopping to whisper to each other and point. They weren’t being obvious about it and their tone wasn’t malicious. They mainly seemed surprised and in fact delighted at how cute the child was.

A giant Vandal who was somehow taller than both Alaric and Theron stood next to the woman, holding her small hand in his claw. She watched the loving interactions between the Vandal, the woman and the child and she knew this male was the father and this was his mate and child. And there were three other hulking Vandals in their human-looking forms standing close by.

Julia walked closer. She couldn’t keep her eyes off the little girl’s bright strawberry-blonde hair. The child turned back and smiled at Julia and giggled. Julia returned the smile, her heart warming. This child was precious. Maybe the Vandal was taking his family shopping for new clothes? Which was surprising since the Vandals had captured the entire city. They didn’t need to purchase items from stores, they could just demand recompense, or torch the place down.

The Vandal bent down and picked his child up, hugged her close in his arms and kissed her cheek. Then he was distracted, looking at where his mate pointed. He set the girl back down and turned, listening to what his wife had to say. He let go of his daughter’s tiny hand for a moment. While Julia watched, the child was unattended by both of her parents for a split second. And the three other Vandals standing nearby were snarling loudly amongst each other, unaware that the tiny child they were supposed to be watching was quietly moving between all of their legs, as if she were navigating a forest of giant trees.

Julia stepped forward. Oh no. This girl was slipping away from all the adults who’d walked into the city that morning as a group. Surely someone could see this happening?

Julia sucked in a sharp breath as she watched the child move past the Vandals’ legs and onto the edge of the sidewalk. The toddler took a few more hesitant steps away from her group and then tripped over a stone. In a flash she tumbled off the walkway and landed on her knees in the nearby road. Julia rushed forward because she noticed with heartbreaking clarity that the toddler was sitting in the busy street, directly in the path of a swiftly moving wagon wheel.

“Oh my god,” Julia gasped.

The little girl was crying, and she wasn’t getting up. Why wasn’t she getting up? Why didn’t her parents see this? Why didn’t anyone else see this?

She had to help her.

Julia ran forward and lunged for the child, terrified. She stepped onto the road and immediately slipped in the mud and also fell to her knees, pain shooting up her thighs at the point of impact. She threw herself forward and gripped the girl’s tiny arm, dragging the child back from under the turning wheels just in time.

Huge gulps of air filled Julia’s lungs as the wagon rolled past. She pulled the squirming child onto her lap and wrapped her arms around her and the two of them cried together.

She was about to stand and get them out of the damn road, when she heard a screaming whinny and voices yelling. Something large blotted out the sun. There was no time to escape. Julia wrapped herself around the toddler, trying to protect the child from the hooves she knew were about to land on them both.

Large, muscular arms slid underneath her legs and pulled her and the girl against a male chest. One moment she was on the brink of death on the muddy road, and the next she and the little girl were both being lowered to the paved walkway. Theron crouched next to her. Julia’s heart thundered in her ears and tears streamed down her cheeks. She was stunned into silence. The girl continued to cry in her arms.

Holy crap. She’d almost been killed. They’d both almost been killed.

“Skylar!” a voice screamed. The girl’s mother raced over, weeping. “Skylar! Skylar! Is she hurt?”

The child cried out for her mother and raised her arms. Julia let her go.

“Princess Galla,” Theron growled. “Please do not ever do that again. You could have been killed.”

Julia heard crying. She glanced up to see Jasta openly weeping.

“She saved that little halfing’s life. Did you see that?” a nearby woman shouted.

“She ran in the road and saved her,” a man bellowed. “The Princess risked her own life to save a halfling.”

People had crowded around and were listening. There were murmurs in the crowd. “She saved a halfling!”

The little girl’s mother was still standing nearby, tears spilling down her cheeks as she held her child to her chest. “You saved my daughter’s life! Thank you so much. Thank you.”

Julia started to stand and was grateful when both Jasta and Theron assisted her by each taking an arm and lifting her up off the ground. She stood on shaky legs and took an inventory of herself.

“Are you hurt?” Jasta whispered, her eyes red-rimmed.

“No, don’t worry, I’m fine,” Julia answered. But she was a holy mess. The gown she’d borrowed from Galla was muddy and torn down the front. The dainty slippers were ruined. The silk blue shawl was still in the road, shredded and dirty after being trampled by hooves. Her knees stung. Half her hair had fallen out of its updo. More tears formed in her eyes.

“Princess Galla?” The child’s father walked over and smiled gruesomely down at her. “My name is Velron. This is my mate Kristen and our daughter Skylar.”

Julia glanced at the mother and child, both of whom were now smiling broadly.

“My mate and I both want to thank you. If it wasn’t for you, risking your life by diving into the street after Skylar, well, the worst would have happened. Thank you for saving our child. You have our gratitude.”

Julia blinked, startled at the sudden thunder of hands clapping all around her. A very large crowd of Yormans and Vandals had formed, all of them cheering for her.

Wow.

Tears formed in her eyes yet again. “You’re welcome,” Julia answered. “I…I just didn’t want to see her hurt.”

“Next time, let me take care of it,” Theron said gruffly from behind her.

Julia turned. “I know you would’ve helped her, Theron. And so would you guys.” She gestured at the three other Vandals who were standing nearby with sheepish expressions. “I was…” she tried to explain. “I was the closest person. I knew I was the only one who would make it in time. It happened so fast. I was the only one near enough to save her. It had to be me.”

Theron nodded grimly, seeming to understand what she had to say. Which was good, because if she had to do it all over again, she wouldn’t do anything different; it had been her in the right place, at the right time.

“You could have been killed,” he repeated.

“And that little girl could’ve been killed. None of us could let that happen.”

Theron blew out an angry breath.

She put her hand on his arm. “You saved my life,” she reminded him. “I’ll make sure Alaric knows you were the Vandal that saved me today.”

Theron gave her a curt nod.

“Party’s all over.” Jasta raised her voice to be heard. “Let’s break this up. The Princess needs to be attended to.” The crowd started to disperse. Skylar’s parents thanked Julia again and left too, with the little girl in her mother’s arms.

A carriage pulled up and Theron gestured for her and Jasta to enter. “Princess Galla, this way please. Let’s get you back quickly without further mishap,” Theron said. “From now on this will be the safest way for you to travel in the city.”

Julia shared a glance with Jasta.

“I agree with Theron,” her friend answered. “This way no one gets hurt.”

Julia glanced around longingly at the city she would now have to see from a distance. Darn it. But she did as requested and stepped toward the carriage. And right then a Yorman citizen bumped into her. The man grabbed her arm and dug his fingers into her skin. She immediately felt her heart racing at this rough handling. A familiar spike of magic entered through her veins.

He bent close, terrible hot breath brushing against her cheek. “Traitor,” he whispered viciously into her ear.

A chill of fear ran down her spine. Fear for herself and fear for what she might unleash upon this man, right here, in the road. The magic wrapped around his heart and she could feel the beats, hear its rhythm, and understood exactly how to stop his life if he went too far.

“You are being watched,” he snarled. And then he let go of her arm and vanished into the crowd.

Julia stood still, her breath choppy as she calmed her own racing heart and processed his message.

Theron bared his fangs. “Who was that?”

“No one,” Julia lied. Her heart rate slowing. The magic dissipating. “He bumped into me. It was only an accident.” She walked forward on still-shaky legs and allowed Theron and Jasta to bundle her into the carriage.

Jasta sat next to her. “Are you alright?”

Julia reclined her head against the seat and clasped her trembling hands in her lap. “Don’t worry.” She turned and stared hard out the window. “I’m fine.”











Chapter 11





“My mate could’ve been killed!” Alaric roared.

Theron, the crew member he’d assigned to protect his female, stood before him, his chin at his chest. This did nothing to decrease Alaric’s rage. “Where were you while my mate threw herself underneath a wagon in order to save Velron’s offspring?”

Theron’s grey cheeks turned a ruddy shade of red. His jaw tightened. “I looked away for a moment.”

“If you look away again while my mate or any of the offspring of our crew are in danger I’ll have your goddamn head.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t give a fuck who your father is, or how many generations our families have sworn allegiance. I’ll shred you with my own claws if you allow her to fall under your watch.”

“Yes,” Theron repeated, his voice husky.

“Where is she now?”

“Your mate is in her tent with her attendants.”

“Is she hurt?”

“No. She is healthy and well cared for.”

“You are lucky, Theron. Lucky she is not hurt. If she wants to go out again, double the guard with her. I want her safe.”

“She will never again leave the safety of the tent or the palace without heavy escort and a covered carriage.”

Alaric nodded curtly. “Work with Idris and also assess the safety of Velron’s mate and his halfling too. None of our mates or offspring will be hurt on our watch, ever.”

Theron left the room and Alaric spent the rest of the afternoon trying to forget how his mate had almost died that day. Visions of her features haunted him. She wasn’t a Vandal, and hadn’t yet taken his bite, therefore she was fragile. A Vandal female in that same situation could’ve shifted and lifted the child with its jaws by the scruff of the neck and leapt out of harm’s way. But a human…again they only had that single form and they healed slowly, which left them exposed to danger.

Alaric spent the afternoon settling petty disputes and arguments between humans. There was much to do and little time for idleness or games. He’d gambled the Vandals’ future on this decision to fight the Goths and take Yorma. He’d talked his crew into this, so it needed to be the right decision. But even with all the distractions, all the weight on his mind, his chest tightened at the thought of how near to death his female had come.

He almost left the palace twice to see her, but there was no time. He ate quickly and went back to work directing the refortification of Theodosious’s walls.

Finally, when the sun had set, Alaric returned to the camp. He’d eaten a working nighttime meal at the palace with Idris and a few of his crew. They’d been studying maps they’d found in Honorious’s tablinium, planning out the restoration of the city.

Alaric was ready to rest his head and sleep. And sink his aching cock inside of his mate. He wanted to ask his female about her day, about the incident with the child. What had she been thinking, risking her life?

But before he could enter, claws pounded on the ground and a battle-beast brought up short next to him. “Alaric!” a young Vandal snarled, chest heaving with labored breath. “Come quick, there is trouble!”

Kerun was one of his youngest crew members, a male he’d stationed with the city garrison. “What trouble?”

“Fire! Fire near the Imperial Palace!”

Alaric cursed, shifted into his beast and ran back into the night.

 

Unease swept through Julia.

The isolation of living as if she were a captive was killing her. Not literally killing her, but painful just the same.

After her visit to the city that day, she’d returned, cleaned up, and there was nothing left to do but rest, mired in her own thoughts. Jasta and Thera had other duties to attend to; they couldn’t sit with her the whole day and night to simply talk. The palace was close to being ready and they needed to plan the move.

Julia had no friends among the Vandals. Alaric didn’t even know her real name, or who she really was. He thought he’d mated Princess Galla. They all thought she was Galla.

She almost left to try and find Noeme, but then remembered that she’d gone to meet with her sister. Or she was probably busy spending time with her own two Vandals. That sounded like a lot of work.

Julia sat back down at the table and picked up her quill, trying to focus on the translation she’d originally promised to Bishop Gelasius. Punic to Latin. This was certainly more difficult than Greek. She paused, lit two more candles, and rubbed at her temple. It was hard to concentrate though, with all the worries crowding her mind.

Today she’d saved a darling girl from being run over and she was still on edge. That whole thing had been scary as fuck. But actually, she took comfort in the fact that Skylar was safe.

And what was up with that strange man that had basically attacked her on the street, snarling that she was a traitor? And the worst part was, she wasn’t sure if he was wrong. Ugh. Did Galla have a network of spies watching her and judging her decisions? And how long would it be until Galla’s rescue? Would her sister return in a matter of weeks as had been originally promised? What if something went wrong?

Pressure formed in Julia’s chest. It was already the middle of spring, the time was perfect to move the Eastern Legions either over the Alps or across the sea. If the Emperor waited too long and missed this window of spring and summer it would be too late. The troops could not cross during the fall and winter; they would need to wait until next spring. That would mean a year, at least, before her rescue. If anything went wrong with Galla’s plan, if there were any delays, Julia could end up spending a year playing this part.

A year living this lie.

How could she live for a whole year having sex with this Vandal, mating him and growing large with his child, and all the while he was calling her some other woman’s name? And what would happen if he found out the truth? He was nice to her now, but what if he found out she wasn’t the Princess he’d been promised?

Please god, let nothing change this course already set.

She heard the sound of deep grunts and snarls outside as Vandals stomped past. The faint smell of the smoke from their fires and torches drifted into her tent.

She tapped the quill on the table, thinking.

She’d heard it said time and time again by Yormans that these Vandals were no better than animals. And animals could not be rulers.

Julia knew how most Yormans felt—if these Vandals stayed and ruled Yorma, they might destroy their civilization. They would finish what the Goths had started. An empire with a thousand-year history would be nothing but a land of lost knowledge and unschooled people, ruled by monsters and not men. But her father had never joined in the chorus of voices decrying the Vandals as savages. In fact, her father had made Alaric a general. Honorious wouldn’t do that if he’d thought of them as enemies, right?

Everyone assumed that because the Vandals were here, they’d turned on Honorious’s trust, as had the Goths. Julia didn’t know as much about politics as her half-sister Galla, preferring to stay out of the backstabbing and blood feuds that seemed to fuel the Senate and the Imperial Court. But even in the short time she’d spent with Alaric, she had a hard time believing this was true.

Her father had trusted this so-called monster. Alaric was actually a general in the Western Empire. Didn’t that make the Vandals a Yorman occupying force? Galla and Sonja didn’t think so. The hordes of Yorman citizens she’d seen evacuating the city this morning didn’t think so either.

What was Alaric going to do with the citizens who remained? Was he going to crush them, take away their homes, their possessions and eventually allow the Vandals and their offspring to replace the Yormans?

Julia took a deep, steadying breath. She had no idea if she was sleeping with the enemy, or the male of her dreams. But she had to see this through. No matter the burgeoning feelings she might have for this male because of their shared intimacy, it was imperative the Vandals be pushed back from whence they came. She had vowed this to Galla and Sonja. She owed the citizens her loyalty.

But what about the promise she’d given to Thera? If the Vandals left, so did the jobs. What then?

She ate dinner in her tent alone, tormented by unanswered questions.

Afterwards, she went to bed, confused that Alaric wasn’t there with her. Hadn’t he said he’d return that night? He’d been so eager to breed with her. When she thought back to their conversation before he’d left that morning she realized he hadn’t actually said when he’d be back. She’d assumed he’d return that evening. After the passion they’d shared…all the times he’d called her his mate and the look of caring in his silver eyes that morning…she thought there was something more, something strong growing between them.

No. No. Tears burned behind her eyes. Those were the silly dreams of a sheltered girl. She would not allow her heart to make any decisions in this matter. Alaric was the man she was here to either thwart or assassinate. He was not a man she could love and befriend. To do so was sheer stupidity.

She punched her pillow and rolled over, trying to get comfortable and fall asleep without that warm Vandal next to her.

She’d wanted to ask the women where Alaric was that evening, but she didn’t want to appear weak or needy. Because she wasn’t, was she? This was the man she would be leaving in a few short weeks. The man she was betraying. There was no room in her heart for Alaric.

She whimpered.

Man? Was that what he was to her now? No longer a beast, but a man?

What was she to do when her husband was the enemy? And if she mated him and became pregnant, what would she do then? How could she set in motion plans that might cause the death of the father of her child?

Today, during her walk into the city, she’d seen evidence that Alaric might not be the uncaring monster she’d originally assumed him to be. Would he rule her people without destroying them? One day’s evidence did not tell her what she needed to know. She couldn’t abandon the rescue plans set in motion by simply witnessing a rebuilding project. That didn’t tell her enough.

Would he kill the Yormans, kick them out of their homes and replace them with Vandals? This had been done in North Africa. The Goths had been hired as mercenaries and never left. They’d bled the cities dry. Would this happen here? Or would Alaric follow the Yorman conquest model—taking over a city and leaving it be, moving troops and people in, but essentially leaving it whole and requiring a tax that was profitable but not unduly burdensome?

She had no idea. Not knowing meant she couldn’t abandon her initial plans.

Do I help this man or hinder him?

“Only a few weeks,” Galla had said.

This would only be necessary for a few weeks.

By the beginning of summer she should be back with the Sisters of the Moon, the Legions from the Eastern Empire having retaken the city and routed the Vandals. And if she had a child, the sisters would surely shelter her, and any child she might have, and allow her to remain, wouldn’t they?

She squeezed her eyes shut as tears slid down her cheeks.

Should she use her magic to stop the Vandals? Or should she use it to protect Alaric? She’d spent her entire life hiding from everyone that she was a witch. If Jasta and Thera knew they’d turn on her in an instant, as would Noeme. Would the Vandals turn on her too?

She’d only allowed the magic out full force once in her life, that awful night the Goths had sacked the city. She’d spent an entire day and night pressed against the inside of the locked entrance to the convent, listening for hot breaths, shouts, pounding feet and enemy heartbeats on the other side, mentally locking onto the enemy’s beating hearts, one man at a time, and ending their lives—all to save the men, women and children who’d run inside for safety.

Even then, she’d told no one what she was doing—why she was so intent on keeping watch and why the Sisters of the Moon had been spared when two other churches in their neighborhood had been devasted. The sisters thought it was a miracle, but it was just Julia. Maybe it was a miracle? She still wasn’t sure.

And the most important question remained: What would her new husband do to her if he discovered that she was a witch?

Would he fly into a rage and have her executed?

If he did, that would be the last breath he took.











Chapter 12





Running a city of this size was a burden Alaric had not anticipated. The original mayor of Yorma had fled. The Emperor and the generals were slaughtered when the Goths had turned on them. The Imperial Court, Senators and many patricians had run away to Milan, leaving no one but the Vandals to govern a city of one million citizens.

He did this for Honorious. The male was dead, as was his son. Alaric had provided swift judgment to the Goths who’d dared murder the Emperor. And he’d tried to claim Honorious’s daughter. By testing mating compatibility with the Princess, he protected the last of Honorious’s children. Although that hadn’t worked out as planned.

It was all a heavy burden, and he was exhausted.

He needed food, bath and sleep, in that order. They’d managed with the help of the local Yormans to save many human lives. He’d spent the night working with humans as well as over a hundred Vandals, putting out a fire that raged near the palace. Unfortunately, homes, businesses, and a church had burnt to the ground. The fire raged through the night and as the sun rose, finally, all was calm. The fires died out, families were relocating and cleanup was beginning.

He shifted back into his Vandal-form and strode straight for the female pretending to be Galla. His mate. He’d left their tent the morning before and he remembered the tender look in her blue eyes. Her naked body. Her moans. Her sighs.

He caught a passing human servant and ordered food brought immediately to his tent and a bath. He strode in, hoping to find his female awake. The tent was dark and quiet and he could see her form in bed. Quietly, he removed his dirty clothes.

The first traces of dawn and the fading full moon combined to illuminate the tent enough for him to see her. Her silvery blond hair fell over her shoulders, silky skin and rounded curves. He admired his mate. He could look upon that exotic human face and figure for the rest of his life. His cock twitched, growing stiff already. He bent and traced his black claws along her cheek and down to her jawline, dragging the tip along the lips he longed to k-eh-sss. She’d taught him how to perform this human sex trick and he wanted to do this again and again.

Her eyes fluttered open and she gasped. “Who? What?”

His enemies had sent the perfect female to tempt him.

“Shh, my mate. It is I, Alaric.”

“Alaric?” she squeaked.

He noticed she wore a white nightdress which did little to hide the curve of her luscious breasts. He sat down on the edge of the bed and held her hand. She jerked out of his grasp. “Where were you?” she asked with a surprising edge to her voice. Was she angry? When last he’d seen her she was smiling at him like a truemate.

A mature human female appeared at the entrance to the tent, the one he’d spoken to outside. “We’ve readied the food and bath you requested, sire,” she said softly.

“Thank you, bring it in.”

“What?” his female gritted as she stood and covered herself with more clothing. “Why are they bringing all that in? Why are you eating so late? And where have you been?”

He crooked an eyebrow. Did he hear a hint of jealousy in her voice? If she were a spy, uncaring and bent on his destruction, why would she care where he’d been? He opened his mouth to answer, but then humans swarmed into his tent.

The older female lit candles, bringing more light into the tent. Meanwhile two human males brought in a bathtub and another team of humans filled it with buckets of steaming water. Other workers brought food and drink to place on the table. And when they were all done the older female clapped her hands and they all disappeared out of the flap.

“Will you need anything else?” the human asked.

Alaric nodded, suitably impressed. He recognized this female now; she was the one he’d hired to run his household at the palace. This human was going to be a valuable employee. “That is all. You can return to bed. Everything that was brought can wait until later in the morning to be cleaned up. I’d like to be alone with my mate now.”

“Yes, sire.” She nodded solemnly and left.

And then it was quiet again. Just Alaric and his female. Alaric stood and turned toward her.

“You’re dirty,” she stated. “What happened?” Her nose wrinkled. “You smell like smoke.”

“A fire was started near the palace.”

“A fire? The palace?” Her eyes widened and a hand went to her chest. “Was it arson? Is anyone hurt?”

“We’re not sure how it started, if it was arson or an accident. It spread through a few businesses and burnt down the church of the Bishop of Yorma. Unfortunately, about fifty of your humans perished in the fire.”

“Oh no. You let me sleep through that? My city is on fire, important buildings are burning, people are dying and I lay here sleeping? Never, ever do that again. Wake me if there’s an emergency. Do you hear me? Wake me. I can help.”

Her hands were clenched into fists and her eyes flashed with genuine anger. He smirked at her sharp language. His lips twitched. He loved how she spoke to him with genuine honesty. She seemed to hold nothing back. “I promise I will wake you if there is ever another emergency.”

“Okay.” She blew out a breath. “You were out all night trying to help put that fire out? That’s where you were?” She stepped closer. “Wait, before you answer, you need to eat. Sit. Eat first before your bath grows cold.”

He caught her hand. “Sit with me. Eat with me.”

She nodded and sat next to him at the small table. He lifted a leg of lamb and took a bite, his other hand held hers against his thigh, his fingers rubbing against the sweet skin of her palm. She nibbled on a human delicacy called “dates.” Calm finally invaded his mind. Having her near was soothing. And eating Yorman food always made him feel better.

They finished their meal and his body began reawakening, ready to mate with his female.

“You still smell like smoke.” She wrinkled her nose again. “Let me help you clean up…” Her voice trailed off and her cheeks colored pink when she noticed the leaking shaft that jutted between them.

“I want you,” he said hoarsely.

Her gaze flew to meet his. She looked uncertain, conflicted, which he supposed was natural, considering she might be a spy. Even so, his cock thickened more.

She paused, seeming to consider for a moment, then answered, “Let’s get you cleaned up. Get in the bath,” she ordered.

“Yes, my mate,” he grinned. He stood and walked over to the now tepid water and sat in the bath and sighed. She took off a layer of her clothing and rolled up the sleeves of her white sleep-clothing. And then her small, soft hands were on his hot skin.

He smiled. He’d pleasure mated a few times with females back home and twice while here on Earth. The human females had viewed their sex as transactional and the females back home he’d relieved his sexual urges with briefly on K-Vindal had enjoyed their time together, as had the humans, but it wasn’t intimate. There was no love. No bonding together, as if they were family.

Love?

He blinked.

Family?

“Tell me about tonight,” she whispered against his ear, her unbound hair sliding across his shoulders. “What happened?” She used a pitcher to gently pour water over his head and then she began cleansing his back and neck with a soapy cloth.

He leaned back into the tub, enjoying every second of his mate’s gentle touch.

He told her everything. Probably too much. Idris would frown over the trust he was placing in her, but this female had saved the life of a Vandal halfling today. And she was worried over her people, and him. Alaric relaxed in the warm bath, enjoying the novelty of having someone other than his crew to openly speak with. He held back little of the evening. He wanted to hear her reactions.

“The fire broke out in the early evening? Not in the palace, but near it?”

“Yes, it was in a grain storage area. We lost a large supply.”

“Oh no,” she gasped as she carefully washed and rinsed his hair. Her fingers massaged his scalp and seemed to linger, almost caressing his horns. He was pleased. She loved his cock and his horns.

“Is there enough left of the harvest to last this winter?”

“Yes, everyone who isn’t rebuilding is in the fields harvesting. The Goths killed so many of your kind that there weren’t enough laborers to bring in the harvest, so we’re supplementing with Vandals and any laborers or soldiers we can recruit from other towns. That food needs to be brought in or we’ll all starve. Who knows what the winter will bring? We could be held in under siege, with our grain shipments cut off. We must be ready for all outcomes.” Alaric was enjoying this conversation. He had to admit, beyond knowing how to pleasure a human woman’s body, and making small talk or to tell commands, he knew little of these females. He was speaking to his mate now in a way he would only speak to a Vandal. This was most unusual.

Her fingers moved slowly through his long hair. She seemed to be taking quite a bit of time, lingering there. He leaned his head back.

“Under siege by whom?” she asked.

He caught her hand and pulled her forward to meet his gaze. “I don’t know. But whatever happens, we’ll be ready. I will keep you safe. Do you hear me? You will be safe.”

She glanced down and her throat moved as she swallowed.

Was she afraid? Of him? This was unacceptable. He stood up and stepped out of the tub.

“Alaric. What are you doing? I’m not done,” she chided. “And you’re wet.”

Water sluiced down his naked body. He noted her face had changed from pink to red and she was doing her best to look everywhere, except at him. “That is good enough,” he ordered. “Take off your clothes.”

“Alaric!” she sputtered.

“Clothes. Off.” He grabbed a towel and rubbed his hair and chest, then tossed it aside. His shaft was harder than before and throbbed almost painfully between his legs. He needed her now. She had taken off her robe, but still wore that large, white human garment which was now wet in places, sticking to her tight nipples and offering tempting glimpses of the shadow between her thighs.

Her eyes narrowed. She stepped away from him. “Do you plan on only visiting me to fuck and then you’ll have no use for me?” That same edge from earlier returned to her voice. The anger he had sensed when he’d first arrived.

What was she even talking about? Did she not see his obsession for her? He grabbed her arm. “What do you mean ‘while I’m here’? You will remain here, with me always. You are my mate.”

“While I’m here in this tent,” she quickly amended. “Until we move into the palace.”

He let go of her and realized his female did not understand their arrangement. This must be the cause of her anger. She wanted more of him. All of him. “I am sleeping with you tonight and every night,” he explained.

“You are?”

“Yes, I am. You are my mate and you will sleep by my side.” He wanted to sleep next to this female each night, have her underneath him, her skin pressed close. Wanted to talk to her and spend as much time as he could learning this mysterious female he planned to mate. This was for the best. This way he could keep his eye on her. Idris didn’t want him to sleep next to his future mate at night until the moment they were entirely certain of who she was, but he knew she was his and that was enough for him. Her delicious scent was driving him crazy with need. “I need to keep an eye on you and make sure you don’t rescue small children from underneath wagon wheels and get yourself killed.”

“You heard about that?” Her face pinkened all over again. It was easy to embarrass her. He wanted to do it more often, to see if he could provoke darker shades to bloom across her cheeks, her throat, her chest…

“Of course I heard. I am the Alpha.”

She picked her robe up from the back of a chair, looking ready to slide her arms into the sleeves. “Theron saved my life. He pulled me out from under the horse’s hooves just in time.”

Alaric growled, not wanting to hear more about Theron, whom he’d already deemed unreliable. And he wanted her to remove clothing, not add more layers.

“What’s wrong? You don’t need to stay with me here at night to watch me if you don’t want to,” she said. “There are always guards stationed outside the tent. I will be safe.”

He gestured at his engorged cock. “You can see how I feel. Why would I want to leave?” He growled. “And why are you putting that on? I ordered you to take off your clothes.”

“I think we should talk first.”

“Talk? About what?”

“You’ve said you wanted to bite me and confirm this mating of yours. But are you really ready for what that would mean?”

“Me?”

“Yes, you. Can you commit to me and remain by my side? The last thing I need is a swollen belly and a husband who’s left to fight battles in Gaul and Spain. And I’m alone, trying to raise a child by myself.”

It was hard for him to pay attention to her words. His eyes roved over her body, taking in every detail of the flawless female standing before him. Her smooth skin begged to be touched. He needed to get her naked. “I will be here every night and bed only you from now on. This is no hardship.”

“It isn’t? You will bed only me? Are you certain that’s a vow you want to make?”

This small human was questioning his word? Questioning Alaric G’reesh of Clan G’reesh? The Alpha of his crew? “I already explained how you are my future mate and that I want to initiate our bond. After I bite you, I will only ever have sex with you. My body and brain will be wired to mate with only you. Why do you continue to question this?” He reached for her, his arms slipping around her waist. She gasped and dropped the robe to the floor. He was naked, ready to mount her, and she was still fully clothed in that damned human cloth. “Enough,” he growled.

She eyed him boldly, her blonde hair a loose mass over her shoulders. He wanted it in his claw as he fucked her from behind.

“Let’s say that I let you bite me. What will happen then? What will you be expecting of me as your mate? Tell me how this is going to work out, so I understand your intentions.”

“Expecting?” His nostrils flared. “I expect that I will bed you each day, morning and night and maybe in the middle of the day if there is time.”

“You will?” she breathed, her face flushed and her eyes bright.

“And you will eat each meal with me, here or in the palace, and you will speak pleasantly with my crew and their mates,” he continued harshly.

“I will?” she said with a hint of excitement in her voice. “I’ll go out and meet more Vandals? Does that mean you will be sleeping here each night?”

“Yes, I already explained that. You will sleep by my side each night. And I’ll bathe and dress here too,” he said in a sharp, commanding tone. He was here now whether she liked it or not.

“That’s good,” she whispered. Her arms slipped around his neck and she pressed her body against his, igniting his desire to even higher levels.

His claws went to the small of her back, pressing her hips against his erection.

“Oh,” she gasped.

He looked down into her face, surprised to still see her eyes lit with joy. “You’re pleased with this?” he asked. “Pleased to have a Vandal in your bed each night?”

“If you can be a man who will spend lots of time with me every single day because I’m important to you, and can remain faithful and loyal, I can certainly try to be your mate. Plus”—she grinned—“you smell, really, really good.”

He wasn’t certain of her sincerity. She might be a spectacular liar. But he was certain of one thing—the idea of his female swollen with his child was highly erotic. “I am warning you, if you let me bite you and you grow large with my offspring, I will only want to fuck you more. And I will never let you go.” This was true. The truest thing he’d said so far.

Her eyes widened.

“Do you look forward to carrying my child?” he asked, suddenly finding the answer very important.

She offered him a genuine smile. He knew it was different because it transformed her face into something he could gaze upon each day for the rest of his life.

“Remember, I saw a halfling today,” she answered. “I know what a child of ours could potentially look like, and that we can have children and it will be okay.”

He leaned down and ran his tongue along her neck, the place where he would bite her while he was fucking her, filling her with his seed.

“Alaric?” she questioned.

He enjoyed hearing his name on her lips. Those luscious lips he wanted around his cock.

“Alaric!”

He met her gaze.

“I am ready for this bite that will bond us, if you are.”

He growled at her pronouncement. It shredded the last of his restraint. He grabbed the front of her garment and tore it in half.

“Hey, I liked that!”

“It was in the way.”

He snarled and tossed her onto the bed. Her heavy breasts bounced enticingly, and her legs fell open. His knee went to the bed and he moved his hips between her thighs, enjoying centering his weeping manhood near her sopping entrance. He needed inside of her like the sun needed the sky.

Her hands rubbed on his chest and along his face. “Alaric,” she pleaded.

“When I bite you that means you’re mine. You won’t ever have any other being inside of you but me. Do you understand?”

She nodded.

He bent and captured her lips with all the desire bottled inside of him. The moment his tongue swept inside her mouth, she moaned. He wanted more. He tore his lips from hers. “K-eh-sss me back,” he demanded. He wanted her lips on his, again and again. It wasn’t just his body that was made to match his female, his heart and his mind were set to follow too.

Her arms tightened around his neck and she pulled him in close. Her full lips opened, and he slipped his tongue back inside her mouth, loving the feel of her desperation. He k-eh-sssed her long and hard and finally, he broke free, gasping for breath.

He traveled down her body, needing to lick her neck and suckle her breasts, one at a time. She whimpered and moaned his name. His fingers went to her core and felt how wet she was, ready for him.

“Now,” she demanded, raking her nails down his back. “Now.”

Who was he to deny his female? He held her gaze as he thrust into her in one smooth stroke, seating himself fully inside of her, balls deep.

“Oh Alaric,” she wailed. “Move. Please, move…”

“Look at me.”

Her eyes met his, and he did as she asked and pulled out almost completely before he thrust back into her and then began pounding inside of her, in and out in long thrusts. He wasn’t gentle, like he’d been when he’d touched her that morning. Their need was similar to their first night in the forest, when he’d first mounted her. He held her tight, loving the feel of her channel around his cock, her legs around his waist, and most of all her tongue in his mouth. She was wild in his arms, as hungry for him as he was for her. She pressed against him to meet his every thrust. She was taking what he had to give for herself as much as for him. And this made him want her more.

He slid his finger down against her clit, strumming her there as he fucked her, watching her face as she closed her eyes and panted. He was trying to hold back, to wait for her. It was difficult. His fangs were lengthening, sharpening. Her pussy was squeezing his cock hard, she was so close.

“All my life I’ve wanted this. I’ve wanted you. Waited for you.”

And then she was there. Her passion crashing over her. Her whole body convulsed as the orgasm swept through her. He felt her pleasure wet his cock and run down his balls.

He bared his throbbing fangs and tore into her flesh, sinking his teeth in deep. Her blood was delicious.

Her back bowed as she screamed out her pleasure and pain.

He jetted his seed inside of her, shuddering with the sharpness, the power of his release. His fangs and his cock in his female at the same time was pure pleasure. The mating bond physically snapped into place, uniting their bodies with a rush of hormones. His mate wrapped her arms and legs around him, holding him tight as he almost passed out as he rode the strongest orgasm of his life.

Afterwards he licked her wound, making sure she would heal correctly and feel no residual pain, but also looking forward to the scar that would now forever mark her as his. Now other males would know to stay the fuck away.

“Wow,” she panted. “You’re right, the bite doesn’t even really hurt anymore.”

He smiled with satisfaction, then pulled his softening cock from her body and watched some of his cum drip from her pussy. He’d never seen anything more beautiful.

He collapsed to his side, exhausted from the lack of sleep and the emotions churning inside. Then he pulled her close and his truemate snuggled against him. “Get some sleep,” he murmured. “There will be more of that when you awake.”

“Okay,” she giggled.

And then his eyes closed, and Alaric fell into the deepest sleep of his life.











Chapter 13





Julia could not stop admiring her husband.

His massive arms, chest and muscular thighs seemed like they could crush the small chair he lounged on as he waited impatiently for her to finish readying for the day. His long, shiny black hair flowed around his face. Predatory silver eyes watched her every movement. His curved horns now resembled perfect love handles. He was like a sleek, wild animal, barely tamed. And she wanted nothing more than to run her hands across the hard planes of his stomach, pull his leggings down and—

“Jasta, if she’s not finished soon—” he warned.

“There,” her friend announced. “Finished. Alaric, your mate,” Jasta emphasized with a broad grin on her face, “is dressed and ready for her day.”

Alaric smiled, his eyes crinkling attractively at the edges.

Julia’s heart stuttered at the brilliance.

Her new husband had stayed up the whole night rescuing both Yormans and Vandals from a deadly fire. He’d vowed to remain faithful to her and to make her a priority in his daily life. And he’d made fierce love to her, leaving her breathless and sweaty, ready for more. Just remembering last night caused her stomach to flutter and her womb to clench. And for some reason the fact that he’d bitten her with those scary white fangs and swapped blood and initiated some sort of Vandal mating bond, it just made it all the better. It meant that last night when he’d come inside of her, they might’ve actually created a child.

Just a short while ago she was terrified at the idea of bearing this man’s “spawn.” It was crazy how quickly she’d changed in her view of him. And yet, of course all the other roadblocks remained. He still didn’t seem to suspect that she had magic. This was where it was good that he was a Vandal and not Yorman.

There was definitely more to Alaric than the uncivilized monster he was reported to be. Maybe buried deep underneath the fur, horns and armor was a man of worth? A man of honor? A man who could keep his vows to his wife.

Yorman husbands and wives of noble birth rarely remained faithful. Love matches between patrician families were ridiculed. But Julia hadn’t wanted to live that way. She suspected marriage to this Vandal was the only way she’d ever get what she’d always wanted, a committed marriage based on love and respect.

Was that so wrong?

She glanced at him and smiled as she touched the bite mark on her neck. It had healed quickly and now only felt tender to the touch, but it had left a large, red welt in a series of puncture wounds.

Alaric stared too, with a possessive gaze, at the mark he’d left on her neck.

She stood and walked toward him. His claw wrapped gently around her hand. She looked into his warm eyes. What if he kept his vow? What if having a Vandal as a mate was her getting the “marriage” she’d wanted all along? What if he remained faithful and continued to treat her well? What if he was a wonderful father to their child? What if he proved to be a wise leader? Then what would she do when Sonja and Galla returned with Emperor Theodosious and his legions? They’d expect her to betray Alaric. But if she did, what would happen not only to Alaric, but also to the people who worked with them, and to his crew, if she betrayed the Vandals? What would happen to Noeme? And to Kristen and her precious halfling?

“Sorry, Galla, I can’t help you. Turns out I really like the Vandals and I’m falling in love with a monster.”

Thinking of this made Julia sick. They’d execute her as a traitor.

She wasn’t supposed to care. She’d expected to hate the Vandals right up until the moment of her rescue, crying, grateful for her sister’s return, running to throw open the gates. But instead, everything was turned upside down and she had no idea how to make this work.

“Female?” Alaric asked gently. “Are you well?”

She blinked. “Yes, yes.”

“Galla, your shawl?” Jasta offered.

“Thank you,” Julia replied with grateful honesty.

Her friend had been nothing but kind since the moment they’d met and was doing a terrific job of helping with this charade.

“Where are we going?” Julia asked her husband, reminding herself that this wasn’t settled. Nothing was fixed. She’d let him bite her and she was allowing him to try to get her pregnant, and she was serious when she said that if he could treat her with respect, then she could do her best to take their relationship seriously. But, beyond the fact that she was a spy sent to destroy him, this man didn’t even know her real name. He still thought she was someone she wasn’t. And he had no idea she was a witch.

He’d mated the woman he thought she was, not the woman she actually was.

“I’m taking you with me to the palace. The reconstruction is nearly complete. All of the Vandals should be able to move out of the tents and behind the safety of the city walls starting tomorrow. You and I will move into the Emperor’s suite.”

“Oh,” Julia replied numbly.

“Is this upsetting to you? I thought it would make you happy to be able to move out of the tents and back into actual human domiciles. Your species seems to prefer sleeping in permanent enclosed spaces.”

“Moving into my father’s suite is unsettling. It seems wrong to take over his old room and move into the home they all were forced to vacate.”

Alaric’s massive arms went around her and pulled her close. A gentle claw ran down the line of her jaw as he stared intently into her eyes. “There are many empty suites at the palace now for Vandals to use. I do not care which one we sleep in. All I care about is having you at my side. Tell the mature human female which one you want to sleep in, and it will happen. Look around the palace and make your decision. Decide what furniture will remain and how you would like it decorated. Make our room somewhere you feel comfortable.”

“What if you don’t like it? Should I wait on you for final decisions?”

“I will like whatever you choose.”

She nodded, warmth blooming in her chest at his gracious offer. Who knew a Vandal could be so sensitive?

“I miss them,” she said softly. Tears burned behind her eyes. This was the truth. She missed her father, and the brother who’d always treated her kindly. “My father was a good man, he meant well. I know that he truly loved me. And my brother Arcadia would have been a noble Augustus.”

Alaric nodded in agreement. “Those two were good humans. I once faced Arcadia when his army headed us off as we crossed the Alps. He was a brave warrior and a good negotiator. And your father was the first ruler on this planet to acknowledge us and allow us to live side by side peacefully with Yormans. I signed that treaty with your father, vowing to come to his side and fight if he ever required it. He’d sent for us when the Goths arrived, but when I arrived he’d already been murdered.”

She lifted her head from his chest, using her hand to dry her tears. “I appreciate that you killed the Goths. You came to our rescue but”—she sucked in a deep breath and then blurted out the burning question all Yormans wanted an answer for— “you’re still here. I think that’s the part a lot of Yormans don’t understand. Why not help us and then retreat? Everyone thinks you’ve been a traitor to my father, because you didn’t just rescue us. You instead stayed and took the city as your own and even demanded the Emperor’s daughter as tribute.”

His jaw clenched. “I arrived in Yorma to find a city that had been sacked. Your father and brother were dead, as were most of their army. Your family was dead, or in hiding. The court was scattered. Most other humans in key positions in this city fled or are dead. There was no one left who could arrive in time to help. If I left, who was I leaving the running of this city to? Who would be in charge? More barbarians? No, I could not let that happen. I need to be here to protect my interests.”

Her brow furrowed. “What interests?”

“Food,” he answered, as if this was obvious.

She laughed. “The Vandals remain in Yorma because you love our food?”

“Yes.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I’m deadly serious. We are protecting the food supply in Yorma.”

“And you need me to provide an heir to make sure those interests are not forfeit?”

“Exactly,” he agreed.

This was certainly not a typical Yorman marriage. She glanced at him—she’d never once heard of patricians or nobility marrying for…food. “Let’s go,” she said, changing the subject. “I’d like to see the reconstruction.”

 

Once they reached the palace, Julia stepped out of the carriage and stared in shock at the changes to the bastion she’d once called home.

“The Goths defaced it,” Alaric explained. “And tried burning it to the ground. There’s still much work to be done, but inside it is nearly livable. It is better to stay here than in the tents outside the walls. This is safer.”

She grabbed Alaric’s offered claw and they walked hand-in-hand into the marble-columned vestibulum. Julia was assailed with images of her childhood. She never knew her mother who’d died in childbed. She was lucky her father had claimed her at birth, if Honorious hadn’t formally recognized her, she could’ve been raised in distant lands or even given away to slavers. It had been difficult growing up here though, knowing she was not at the same level as her half-brother and sister, always hidden and left out of what the others were doing. She was the bastard. The embarrassment. She’d been treated with kindness by the palace staff, but never with true love by any except her father.

And right here in these walls had happened the incident that forever had changed her life.

The day her magic almost killed Honorious.

Her father’s favorite general was set to leave to put down unrest in Gaul. So, on her sixteenth birthday, her father told her she was to marry Skipio before he left. Marry a man twenty years older than her? A man who’d already married and divorced two other wives and had countless illegitimate children scattered throughout the empire?

Hell no.

Julia had known, even then, that her power was disastrous and out of control. She’d lived a life of secrecy and terror. Starting when, at ten years old, her nursemaid had pinched her for clumsily dropping food on the floor and Julia had retaliated by pinching her back—in the heart—and almost killed her. When she was thirteen Queen Sonja’s guard dog had chased her over a fence and bit her, and she killed the animal by stopping its heart, before it could bite her again.

And then there was the terrible day when she was fourteen, when a malicious guard had cornered her in the hallway, his hands on her breasts and his tongue in her mouth. He’d fallen to the floor in a clatter of armor and remained there until she’d loosened her grip on his heart, allowing his blood to flow again. She’d waited until he’d regained his breath and color returned to his face; she’d fled to her room and locked the door behind her.

No one knew. It was her dark secret. And she’d done her best to keep it under control.

But Father had ordered her to marry Skipio. Ordered her. And she’d seen red. No way in hell was she marrying that arrogant asshole. An argument had started and quickly escalated. Who was she, her father had shouted, a mere wisp of girl, to defy her father, the Emperor, when he’d so carefully chosen for her the man whom he considered the best in the empire? Ungrateful girl, he’d yelled, his face purple with rage. He’d raised a hand as if to strike her.

The magic had swept through her like a summer storm. She couldn’t control it. One moment he was standing and the next, her father was on his knees, his hand over his chest, trying to breathe. She let go of his heart, horrified at what she’d almost done, and he’d collapsed on the floor.

Everyone who’d rushed to his side to help had given her accusatory glances. Queen Sonja had outright accused her of agitating her father to the point of nearly causing his death. He’d been bedridden for weeks, finally recovering to his full strength. Later, she went to his bed chamber and apologized on bended knee. He’d accepted her words graciously and they’d moved past it. Her father hadn’t known it was her who’d almost killed him. How could he?

But she could see the blood on her hands.

While Father was recovering, she fled to the convent and exiled herself there. It was the best solution for everyone involved.

Alaric led her into father’s tablinium, the scene of the crime, the room where Honorious had worked, managing the empire. The room Alaric had taken over for the same purpose. Everything was the same as her father had left it, nothing had changed.

It truly hit her then that Honorious was dead. Over the last two weeks, she’d managed to convince herself that he was on a trip, that he was touring the western territories and would return in a few months. But now it was real. He was gone. Her brother was gone too. Her throat burned and a tear ran down her cheek.

Alaric turned and cupped her face with his hand. “You are truly saddened at his death?” he asked, confused. “You were close to Honorious?”

She opened her mouth to answer but was cut off by the rumble of male voices outside the chamber. They both turned in time to see the door bang open. An unknown Vandal stormed in, his gruesome face darkened with rage, ready to do battle.

Julia squealed with terror.











Chapter 14





Alaric stepped in front of his bonded mate, placing her behind his back. “Brennus,” he said in human-speak for his female’s benefit. “It’s about damn time. Do you know how hard it is to lay siege to a city without you?”

Brennus roared, shifted into his battle-beast, and kept striding straight for him, murder in his eyes.

Alaric had no fucking idea what he’d done to anger Brennus to this extent, but he knew he was in for a fight. His friend was thin from his recent illness, but still formidable. A weakened Brennus was still a dangerous Brennus. He looked like a maniac with his long hair dirty, his clothes filthy from the road.

Alaric shifted into his battle-beast and braced for impact, elongating his deadly claws, keeping his mate behind him and out of the way. “You look well, Brennus. Last I saw, you were abed with a mortal wound,” Alaric snarled in their Vandal-language.

Brennus didn’t pause, didn’t attempt an answer. He strode forward, swinging a claw straight for Alaric’s face. Alaric saw it coming and moved in time avoid the blow. He’d fought with Brennus enough to anticipate his moves. He moved a few steps to the right, forcing his friend to follow him and take the fight away from his female.

“While I was healing, you lay siege to Yorma and decided to take it over?’ Brennus growled. “The capital of the Western Empire? Are you insane?”

Alaric loved his friend, but there was no denying the male questioned his decisions at every opportunity. Alaric stood on his hind legs, ready to dominate and remind this Vandal who was Alpha. “There was an opening for us to procure better food,” Alaric bit out. “I had to take it.”

Brennus roared, dropped his shoulder and plowed into Alaric’s stomach, driving them both back across Honorious’s desk. The wind was knocked out of him as they both hit the floor. Scrolls and writing instruments clattered to the ground with a loud crash. Brennus stood up and slammed into Alaric’s side. Pain exploded across his abdomen. Alaric kept his fangs clenched, working past the pain. He doubled his claws together and pounded them onto Brennus’s spiny back, again and again, until the male loosened his grip. Brennus stumbled backwards, gasping for breath.

“What is this?” Alaric snarled as he stood up to his full height. “What is wrong with you?” He didn’t want to hurt Brennus. He’d never seen his friend this angry, this fast. And that was counting the time they’d gone brawling together in Gaul.

“How can you ask, when you—” Brennus’s angry gaze darted behind Alaric and his snarls slowed. His eyebrows shot up and his snout softened. He lowered to all fours, his rage visibly retreating. “You need a human female to protect you?” Brennus growled in Vandal-speak.

Alaric turned to look at his mate who was somehow standing nearby. She was flushed, eyes flashing, her rapid breaths causing her ample chest to rise and fall—she held a jeweled blade high, with both hands wrapped around the hilt, ready to plunge into Brennus’s side.

She was adorable.

He smiled, bent down to all fours and nudged her with his snout. She sighed, her cheeks pinkened and she lowered her weapon, sliding it back into the folds of her skirt. “Yes, I’m armed. Now you know,” she quipped. “What was I supposed to do, stand here and watch him kill you?”

The corner of his lips curved. Warmth spread across his chest. He shifted back into his Vandal-form and wrapped his arms around her. “You could have,” he responded. “There are many humans who would rejoice at my death.”

She rolled her eyes and let out a snort of exasperation. “Who is the new guy?” she asked with a jerk of her chin.

“Brennus?” He smiled. “This Vandal is my best friend.”

“Oh… What? This guy who attacked you is your best friend?”

“You’re smiling,” Brennus interrupted. His friend’s snout was open in shock. He scanned Alaric’s face, then he regarded his mate, scrutinizing the both of them. He shook his head. “Alaric of Clan G’reesh doesn’t smile. Maybe a grimace, or a grin, or even a smirk, but never an outright smile.”

“Things change,” Alaric answered, addressing his words to his mate.

Her eyes widened.

Brennus shifted back into his Vandal-form and took a deep breath. He raked his claw through his hair. “I awoke to find I’d been left behind in Ravenna,” Brennus said in human-speak in order to include Alaric’s mate in their conversation. “And that you’d left to help Honorious crush the Goths. I know the Goths are asses, but Alaric…Yorma? And I hear you were set to test mating with the Princess Galla?” Brennus’s hands closed into fists. He bared his fangs. “I came here to stop you. You cannot scent Galla. I forbid it.”

“You forbid it? Why would you forbid me trying to find my future truemate? I wanted to check and see if she might be a female who will give me an heir that will allow me to maintain my hold on this city. Isn’t this what we’ve been talking of, trying to establish our lines here, on Earth?”

“I have special knowledge of an incident that makes it impossible. She is not your truemate. Nor will she ever be your pleasure mate.”

“Hmmm. That is interesting. Well, Brennus, you’re too late. Let me introduce you to my truemate, Princess Galla. Galla, I want you to meet my best friend, Brennus of Clan K’Talu.”

Brennus whirled around and locked eyes with the female Alaric had watched him already dismiss. The female who’d insisted all along that she was the Princess. The female that every single human he’d came into contact with had also cleared their throat and hesitantly referred to as “Galla.”

“Show him your mark,” Alaric ordered gently.

His mate pulled back her scarf, exposing his bite on her beautiful neck. His chest puffed up with pride. Seeing his mark on her flesh never got old.

Brennus scanned her from head to foot then turned his gaze back to Alaric. “This is not Galla,” he spat. “What tricks are you playing?”

Alaric heard a noise and looked back again at his mate…the female pretending to be the Princess Galla. The blood had drained from her face. Her eyes were large with fear and her forehead glistened with sweat. She took a few steps back and settled shakily into the nearest chair. Alaric moved to stand at her side. He placed a claw on her shoulder for comfort, his claw brushing against his mark on her neck. “I bit her last night,” he told his brother. “We have initiated the mating bond. She is most likely already carrying my offspring.”

“But she is not Galla,” Brennus repeated.

“I know,” Alaric said. “I knew she wasn’t Galla the moment I smelled her.”

Julia made a squeaky noise, like she’d sucked in too much air. “What?” his mate whispered. “What did you say?”

“I knew you weren’t Galla,” he told her gently. “I can scent when you lie. The fact that you were a virgin confirmed my suspicions. But that’s all I know.”

“If she’s not Galla,” Brennus said. “Where is the real Galla? Is she safe?”

“You can scent when I lie?”

“Wife?” Alaric asked, using the word humans used to describe their female mate. “Do you have an answer to Brennus’s question?”

“Yes…yes,” she whispered. “Galla is on her way to the Eastern Empire with Queen Sonja to gain support from Emperor Theodosius to bring back an army to retake Yorma.”

Alaric cursed under his breath.

“And who are you?” Brennus asked.

“I am Julia Claudian, Galla’s sister.”

Alaric smiled again. Julia. His mate’s name was Julia. It was a nice name.

Brennus shook his head. “No. Galla doesn’t have a sister.”

“Yes, she does. I’m her half-sister. A bastard. My mother was the Emperor Honorious’s favored mistress.”

“Her half-sister?” Brennus looked confused. “Who put you up to this? There’s no way you’re doing this alone.”

“Galla…and Queen Sonja. They both came to the convent where I lived and talked me into this. It was their idea that I go in Galla’s stead to the altar. We all agreed it was a good plan because we thought if Galla went you’d discover she wasn’t a virgin and she’d be banished.”

Alaric’s lips twitched. “Banished? As if we’d toss a perfectly good female out into the wild lands. This is nonsense.”

She lifted her chin. “We thought you’d killed Noeme.”

“Noeme? Keltin and Barden’s mate?” Alaric paused and squeezed her shoulder. “The female who insisted on faking her own death? I see. I’d forgotten about that.” And then he asked the question that was foremost on his mind, knowing today he’d receive an honest answer. “Tell me, how long ago did Galla and Sonja leave?”

“They left the same day you claimed me on the altar,” his mate replied. “They both sailed for Constantinople to bring back an army to defeat you.”

“Then Galla is safe?” Brennus asked roughly.

“Yes, as far as I know, she is safe.”

Brennus locked eyes with Alaric and cocked his head in Julia’s direction. “She’s obviously a spy. Do you want me to call the guards?”

“No,” Alaric answered. “She’s my truemate. I marked her last night.”

Brennus glanced again at the mark on Julia’s neck and grimaced at Alaric’s predicament.

But Alaric wasn’t in the least disturbed. In fact he was relieved. The game was over. Now there would be nothing but truth.

“How can you not want me in the gallows? I’m not Galla,” Julia whispered, anguish dripping from her voice.

“Thank gods you aren’t Galla,” Alaric and Brennus both answered in unison.

Alaric glanced over at Brennus and grinned at his friend.

“Alaric, how can you say that? You were trying to mate Galla to gain an heir to solidify your position as ruler here,” Julia persisted. “I’m not a Princess. This messes up all of your plans.”

Alaric crooked an eyebrow. “Aren’t you still of noble birth, the daughter of the Emperor?”

“I’m a bastard,” Julia hissed. “When the Goths sacked the city I wasn’t in the palace, I lived in a convent.”

“Bastard? I’ve heard this term before from humans. It has no meaning among Vandals. You’re the child of the Emperor,” Alaric said. “That is all that matters. And I am grateful you are not Galla. I wouldn’t have wanted her as a mate.”

“Why?” Brennus snorted. “Why wouldn’t you have wanted Galla?”

He met his friend’s gaze. “I researched her background before I requested her as tribute. I discovered Galla is well known for her court intrigues, her lies, her greed. She is not a female who would make a good mate. Be careful, Brennus.”

“You don’t know her,” Brennus gritted out.

“And neither do you.”

Brennus looked ready to explode again. Alaric wished he would so they could get to the bottom of this mystery.

“Brennus,” Julia asked softly. “Do you know my sister?”

Brennus’s jaw tightened. “Yes, I know her.”

“Then you also know she has a child?” Alaric asked. “A boy, hidden with a family in Lyon?”

Brennus became very still. His nostrils flared.

“My sister doesn’t have a child,” Julia sputtered. “I think I’d know if I was an aunt.”

“It’s true,” Alaric shrugged. “Did you know, Brennus?”

“No, I didn’t know. How old is the child? Is it a halfling?”

Alaric shook his head. “Idris knows more than I do. Find him, he’ll tell you the rest.”

Brennus nodded grimly.

“That can’t be true,” Julia choked. “I’ve never heard one word about Galla having a child. Are you the father? How did you meet my sister?”

“It’s a long, strange story that I will tell the both of you another time. For now I must find Idris and put my mind at ease.” He glanced again at Julia. “This is what you want?” he asked Alaric. “The mate you want?”

He reached down and rubbed his claw over his mate’s bite mark. “This is what I want.”

“I wish you well then.” Brennus sighed and left the room.

Alaric glanced at Julia. He supposed his mate had plenty left to say on this subject. She always did. He gently cupped her elbows and pulled her up and out of her seat. Her eyes met his, filled with anguish.











Chapter 15





“You knew?” Julia looked up at Alaric’s gruesome face. At the horns that curved from his head and deep into his sparkling silver eyes. “You’ve always known?” Her jaw clenched so tight it began to ache.

“Yes,” he agreed. “I’ve always known you weren’t Galla. When I mounted you and felt your maidenhead tear, that was the moment I was certain you weren’t Galla.”

She winced. “Why didn’t you immediately deliver me to your guards and have me imprisoned?”

“The moment I scented you on the altar…I knew you were mine.”

“How can you say that? You know what I’m here for. My goal is to distract you so my sister can travel to the Eastern Empire and bring back an army to retake the city and force you and your people out. That hasn’t changed. I’m still the enemy.”

“You’re not my enemy. You’re my mate.”

She grabbed onto his biceps, her nails biting into his skin. “Alaric, I’m not your mate. You married Galla, not me. We’re not married.”

“Yes, we are. The human marriage is legal and valid.” He brushed his claw against that red mark on her neck that he loved so much. “That first night I didn’t bite you to finalize our bond. But after you saved Velron’s child, then I knew you could be trusted.”

“Even though I’m not Galla?”

“I’m thankful you’re not Galla.” He placed his hand over her abdomen. “And you might already carry my offspring.”

“This is why you’re ready to put up with the fact that I’m not the real Princess, because I’m the female that can carry your offspring,” she said bitterly. “Is that all I am to you? A breeder?”

He pinched her chin and forced her to meet his gaze. “That is not all you are to me. I know your name is Julia Claudian. I know you are Galla’s half-sister and I suspect I learned my best friend has a son. Since I consider Brennus to be my honorary brother that means I am an uncle and you are an aunt.”

Alaric stared at her with heat in his eyes. Her stomach fluttered and warmth spread between her legs. He did this to her, just one look and she wanted to run into his arms and forget all their troubles. His claws moved to cup her face and he surprised her when he took her lips in a punishing kiss. She had taught him this, and he was a quick learner. His lips consumed hers, his forked tongue demanding entrance between her lips. She tried to pull back, tried to gain distance, needing to understand what was happening between them. But he would have none of it. His hands held her face captive and his lips took her breath away. Arousal ran through her body and she melted against him, unable to resist.

Finally, he tore his mouth away, his eyes were darkest grey, his jaw clenched with determination. “You’re mine,” he said hoarsely. “You are my mate and you will remain by my side. Do you understand?”

“But—” she breathed, all the reasons why their marriage would never work flooding through her mind. And her secondary problem, why her magic had not worked on Brennus, was there too, nagging at the back of her thoughts. She’d tried to kill the raging Vandal who’d attacked her husband by stopping his heart and when that failed, she’d pulled a knife on him. Why couldn’t she use her powers on Brennus?

“Listen to me,” Alaric growled. “Our mating bond has snapped into place. You are a Vandal now. You are no longer Yorman. You are loyal to my species. It is already beginning. You saved the life of a halfling yesterday morning.”

“No…no. I saved a child. It didn’t matter if it was Yorman or Vandal.”

“And why did you try to save me today?”

She bit her lip. “I don’t know why I did that.”

“You know why.” His forehead rested against hers. His voice gentled. “You want me. You want to stay with me.”

She did. She so did want to stay with him. Desperately.

But it would never work.

She couldn’t open her heart to this man. There was still the fact that she was a witch. Alaric would have her executed the moment he discovered the powers she had no control over. They could never have a true marriage with this dark secret between them. There was a reason why she’d been hiding in that convent.

“There is something you do not know about me, something you need to know.” She regretted the words the moment they flew out her mouth. Alaric lifted his head and looked at her quizzically, waiting for the answer to such an odd pronouncement. “I…I was only putting up with this situation because Galla and Sonja convinced me it was my duty. I thought I was saving Yorma.”

“From me?”

“Yes, I was saving Yorma from you.”

“Is that how you still feel? That I’m a despot who’s trying to enslave your people?”

“Well…”

Alaric cursed. His hand cupped the back of her neck and his head dipped, his forehead touching hers. “Your body wants to stay,” he said.

Oh no.

“My body is stupid. I’m not a slave to my urges. I can think for myself.” He made her feel far more than she should, but Julia had a mind of her own and she planned on using it. She would not allow herself to fall in love with him. She was a witch and he would hate her, just like everyone else, if he found out. But it was so difficult, so, so hard to think clearly when Alaric looked at her like that. Touched her like she was the most precious gift he’d ever received…his words ignited sensations deep inside, unfurling ideas and feelings she wanted nothing to do with.

His breath washed over her neck as he leaned down and carefully licked the bite mark, causing her to shiver with delight. The room suddenly felt very hot, her breath coming out in little rasps. She inhaled, pressing one hand to his chest. “No. This, this will never work. You shouldn’t want me either, I can’t be trusted. I’m outright telling you that my loyalty is divided. How can you still want me?”

“This is moot. Your protestations are worthless. You accepted my bite,” he said with determination. “You bound yourself to me for life. You want to bear my offspring, not because it is your duty, but because you want to mother my halflings. You are my mate. And yes, you can be trusted and this will work.” He let go of her, strode to the door and flipped the latch, locking them inside.

“Alaric, what are you doing?”

He turned back and pulled her against him, his eyes narrowing. Alaric might be a scary beast who could tear a man limb from limb, but she’d learned that he would treat her as carefully as a spring lamb. He grabbed her by the arms, backed her up a few steps and pinned her against the door, his face inches from hers. “Watch me make this work,” he rasped.

Maybe she’d pushed him too far with her declarations? Her heart pounded like a hammer in her chest. He was so strong, so powerful. The area between her legs throbbed and ached to be touched.

“You’re not leaving me.”

“Of course I’m not leaving…not yet at least.”

“Not ever. We are bound together for life. You are the mother of my offspring.”

“But—”

He kissed her, cutting her words off. His claws fisted her hair, his body pressed against hers, the wood of the door braced against her back. He smelled wonderful, like soil and sunshine. The pleasure was unbearable—his kiss, his lips on hers, his fangs and his forked tongue demanding entrance. He was the master at misdirection, at making her forget her intended plans.

Damn him.

Alaric seemed to have lost all control, his movements wild and jerky. His lips moved from her mouth, down her neck, lingering over his mark. “Julia,” he moaned.

Why did she love hearing her real name on his lips so much?

He pulled back and his eyes locked with hers and she saw a hint of vulnerability. Fabric ripped as he tore at her gown in order to expose her breasts to his view. She should be horrified, but his savagery aroused her more. Here was the beast she’d mated, and for once, she enjoyed it.

Kisses rained on the top of her cleavage. He lifted her and guided her legs to wrap around his hips, her slippered heels digging into his ass. She lifted her skirts, exposing her naked pussy. The long pipe in his pants pressed against her core, causing her to grow wet with need. He continued to kiss her as his hand cupped her breast and pinched her nipple. She was whimpering, so tight with need she thought she might explode.

He reached down and fingered her core. “You’re so wet,” he groaned.

Her hands desperately scrambled to undo his leggings. He helped her, pulling his erection out. She wanted him inside her. Now.

“Hold on.”

Her arms went around his neck and her legs tightened around his hips. He lifted her up and cupped her ass, guiding his cock into her wetness. They moaned into each other’s mouths as his large cock slid into her slowly, filling her up until his entire length was completely inside of her. “Gods, that feels so good,” he said.

She had to agree.

He began pulling out and pounding back into her. “You…are not leaving,” he said.

“Uhnnn.”

She slid up the door and back down a little with each thrust of his hips.

“You’re not leaving.”

He pounded into her again, hitting a spot inside she didn’t know existed. She felt the orgasm growing inside of her, just out of reach.

He paused. “Say it. Tell me you’re not leaving.”

“Alaric! Don’t stop!” she cried desperately. Why did he always do this, making demands while they were coupling?

“Tell me you’re not leaving, that you’ll stay bound with me no matter what happens.”

Her fingernails raked against the fabric down the back of his tunic. “I’ll stay!” she cried. “I’ll stay!”

He resumed his exquisite torture, sliding in slow and then changing it up and pounding into her fast, and she quickly dissolved into an orgasm so shocking, her womb fluttered and clamped around his cock. She cried into his mouth, his lips on her, quieting her responses. His body jerked and stilled as his end crashed and the warmth of his seed flooded her pussy. She held onto Alaric, their heaving breaths slowing, and their limbs entangled, not wanting to let go, loving this connection between them.

How was she going to keep this man?

How?

 

“Alaric. Hold. I need a moment.”

Alaric stopped in the hallway and turned toward Brennus. They were alone for a moment, the humans far enough away that prying eyes and ears would not hear their conversation.

“Your mate…” Brennus paused. He took a deep breath and shook his head.

“Yes?” Alaric tensed. He knew his mate was safe. He’d left her moments before in the company of her attendants, her lips swollen from his kisses and her dress torn from his rough fucking. But Brennus looked pained, as if the message he had to deliver weighed a thousand stones. Alaric wondered if there was something he’d forgotten, if his mate wasn’t as safe as he assumed.

Brennus lifted his chin and met his gaze. “I have important news. Your mate. I don’t how to tell you this…your mate is what the humans refer to as a witch.”

“Aaah.” Alaric relaxed and exhaled a sigh of relief. Julia was unharmed. This was a threat he was already aware of. “How do you know? Did she try to kill you too?”

“How do I…? Did she…?” Brennus sputtered. “Yes, your mate tried to kill me. When we were fighting, before she drew the dagger, she tried to gain entrance to my chest with her magic. I can only guess that she was going for my heart.”

“Did she cause you any damage?”

“No, of course not. These powers that some of the humans possess don’t work on me, or on any of us. It was but a tickle, but I knew exactly what it was.”

“How did you know? Have you felt magic before?”

“Yes, I’ve dealt with magic and witches before.”

“You did? When?”

Brennus clenched his jaw. “I can’t explain. I will, later. But trust me on this, I know what I speak of.”

“Alright,” Alaric answered. He trusted Brennus with his life.

“She tried to kill you with her magic and yet you took her as your mate?”

“Yes. She attacked me on that first night, soon after we’d met, and she was scared of me. She hasn’t used her magic since, except now to try and protect me. She thought you were attacking me. And her human magic doesn’t work on us anyway, so I don’t need to be concerned with her hurting any of our crew with her powers.”

Brennus stared at him, obviously not content with this answer.

“She is my bonded mate,” Alaric reminded his friend.

“She’s hiding her magic from you, from all of us.”

“She’s hiding because she’s terrified of being discovered. I’ve heard stories of what humans do to witches.”

Brennus blew out a breath. “That’s true, but it still bothers me that we don’t know if she’s a Justinian witch or part of the Coven.”

“I don’t know what any of that means.” Alaric crossed his arms. “Again, how do you know so much about human magic? Idris is our spy and he doesn’t know this much about their powers.”

“Huh. Idris doesn’t know everything.”

“Okay, explain the humans’ magic system to me.”

“The Covens are the reason the humans outlawed their magic. They are the reason all the humans on this planet, no matter where they live, execute witches at first sight, asking questions later. The Justinians exist in secret and bring law and order to the practice of magic.

“Maybe my mate is a novice when it comes to her magic. What if she is working alone and unschooled? She might be neither Justinian nor Coven.”

“Or she could be a tool of the Coven sent here to destroy us.”

“Julia is no one’s tool,” Alaric growled. “She is my mate.”

They were both silent for a moment. Brennus watched him carefully. “So that is how it is? You bit her and snapped the mating bond and that’s it?”

“Yes. She’s my mate for life and possibly carrying my halfling. You will accept her as I do and show her respect.”

Brennus raised an eyebrow. Then he slowly put a claw out. “If you trust her, Alaric, then so do I. Mainly, I wanted to warn you. And you’re right, it’s important that when she used her magic again, it was to protect you. And I heard how she saved Velron’s halfling in the street yesterday. I am willing to accept her as one of our own. I will do everything in my power to keep her safe.”

Alaric gripped his best friend’s hand and pulled him close for a Vandal-embrace. “Thank you,” he said, his voice gruff. “Thank you.”











Chapter 16





“What was that?” Julia asked, looking around for the source of the commotion.

“It can’t be good,” Alaric growled.

They’d entered the palace together at first light and heard a young woman scream with fright, accompanied by the sounds of breaking pottery. And then the deep snarl of battle-beasts.

Today many of the Vandals would officially move into the palace and sleep tonight in actual rooms, on real beds. But lots of work was yet to be done to make that happen, which was why she and Alaric had arrived so early.

Alaric shifted into his own huge, intimidating beast and loped around a corner of the vestibulum to investigate. Julia raced after him and found a group of three ferocious battle-beasts looming over a scared-out-of-her-mind young female maid, who was crouched on the floor, weeping over broken vessels.

“I’m so sorry, mistress,” the distraught girl wailed to Julia. “I didn’t expect…”

The three battle-beasts growled and snarled at each other and at Alaric. Julia had no idea what they were saying. She’d tried again and again to learn their Vandal-speak but it was physically impossible for humans to make those sounds.

Alaric shifted back into his man-like form. “You are scaring the humans,” he said, in perfect Latin. “Shift back, now, and explain yourselves using their human-speak.”

They did as ordered, and suddenly all three of the beasts were in their human-like forms. Aha. This explained everything. She recognized these three. They were the youngest Vandals, a trio well-known for their youthful shenanigans and hijinks.

“It’s all Kerun’s fault,” a Vandal with a round face growled.

“What’s going on here?” Alaric boomed. “What were you three doing?”

Kerun pointed. “We were unleashing our beasts this morning, doing sprints down this hall. We didn’t think anyone else was here.”

Julia glanced where Kerun had gestured, toward the long open-air hallway lined with columns. It looked onto an inner courtyard filled with water fountains and garden pathways. Despite the destruction of approximately one fourth of the palace and grounds, this area was still pristine. It really was a great hallway for sprints, the perfect length and width for a race. She’d run here often as a child, as had her brother and sister. Arcadia had once held a famed archery contest in this hall, trying to recreate the Test of the Bow by Odysseus. “The hall is very tempting,” she admitted.

“See?” the round-faced Vandal interjected. “Even the Alpha’s mate recognizes it’s perfect for a race.” He turned and yelled right in Kerun’s face, “I beat you the first time, and I’d do it again.”

“There’s no way.”

One Vandal shoved another. Then another, stronger shove. The snarls and growls returned and then all three shifted back into rowdy battle-beasts and the hallway dissolved into a battlefield. The girl screamed again.

Julia let out an exhale.

“Inside!” Alaric shouted at the young maid, “I will take care of this.” He glanced back at Julia, his eyes flashing with anger. “You too, I want you out of their way.” And then he shifted into his much larger and scarier battle-beast and rushed the three males, clashing horns with theirs. Her jaw dropped. All three of the younger males squealed in terror at the lesson they were about to receive from their Alpha.

And then she heard something…interesting.

A faint sound, growing stronger.

Her brow furrowed. What was that?

Julia turned her head, trying to locate the source of the sound. There was a steady beat, and then it turned irregular. Thump, thump. A pause, thump. Another long pause.

What the hell?

She drifted away, leaving the commotion in the hall behind—Alaric exacting Alpha law. The snarls and growls grew faint and the swishing pounding of blood grew louder. What was that? How was she able to hear this? Who was she sensing and why? She’d never before been able to hear someone else’s heart unless she was upset and willed herself to listen. This was different, it was calling to her, and it made her feel anxious, as if something was wrong. Her intuition led her toward an open doorway.

This anteroom was still under construction. She stepped inside and noticed a young man with short black hair standing by himself, next to a pallet of tiles and buckets of mortar. He appeared to be in distress. Their gazes met for one startling moment. This was the person in distress? How was she able to detect the irregular heartbeat, the final thumps of his faulty heartbeat?

Who was he?

His face was sweaty. He swayed on his feet and dropped his trowel. His other hand clutched his chest.

Oh no.

And then he dropped to the ground.

“Mason!” a woman screamed. “Out of my way,” she yelled. And suddenly Thera was there, shoving past her. The older woman fell to her knees beside the young man on the ground. “Mason,” she cried, tears streaming down her face. “Mason,” she wailed. “What is wrong with you, are you hurt? What has happened?”

Oh no, was this Thera’s son? Julia bit her lip. She had to help. Julia’s hands fisted and she stepped closer, listening intently to the working of Mason’s chest. He was dying. His heart had stopped. But…

Thera turned to her. “Do something!” she screamed. “Call for a healer. Help him,” she cried as she pulled him into her lap. “Someone help him.”

Julia crouched down next to Thera’s son, somehow knowing that proximity and touch would bring her closer to being able to bring him back. “Excuse me,” she whispered to Thera as she scooted in close and reached out to place her palms on Mason’s still chest.

“What are you doing?”

Julia settled on the ground next to the young man and let the outside world go and closed her eyes. She went in deep and searched, seeing and feeling for his ailment. The past, the present, and even the future. There had been something faulty within Mason’s heart his whole life, a ticking bomb ready to explode and kill him. Today had been that day. But not on Julia’s watch. She took deep breaths, her palms pressed to his chest. The contact seemed to double or triple the strength of her magic. She dug down deep with precision and found the error, the tiny area that had burst, and fixed it. She cleaned up his heart and ordered it to restart. And then she monitored the blood flow, smoothing out the pathways for his recovery.

Julia smiled to herself. There, it was done. She lifted her hands from his now moving chest, relieved to hear the steady beating of his heart and his even breaths.

His bright brown eyes blinked back open. “Mother?” he breathed.

Thera was openly weeping. “Mason, are you okay?”

“Yes.” He sat up and rubbed his chest and looked around sheepishly. “There was a pain and then I think I fell. But I don’t know, I feel fine now.”

Thera wiped at her face and grabbed his hand. “I was so scared. I…I thought I’d lost you. Oh my god.” And then she burst out crying again. Julia put a hand on Thera’s back and rubbed, trying to soothe the distraught woman.

She was stunned. She didn’t know she was capable of this. Her magic didn’t bring only death, it also brought life? This was amazing. This changed everything.

Julia looked up to see a crowd standing near the doorway. She hadn’t even heard anyone enter. Idris and Brennus were the closest to her. And Noeme was there with her two mates, as was Kristen and her husband and little Skylar. Jasta was standing behind Thera with tears in her eyes and Theron was beside her. Alaric was walking toward her.

How long had she been working on Mason? She had no idea.

“Does this human require help? Does he need a healer?” Alaric questioned.

“I’m fine,” Mason started to say, “I don’t—”

“My son is fully recovered,” Thera answered for him. She turned and gave Julia a watery smile. “Thanks to your mate. She saved Mason’s life. Thank you,” she breathed. “This is everything to me. I will never forget this kindness. Never.”

Tears ran unbidden down Julia’s cheeks too. She’d probably outted herself today, and she wouldn’t be surprised if this all came back to bite her in the ass. But she wouldn’t take it back, ever. “It was the least I could do,” she told Thera as she squeezed back the hand that was offered, “the least.”











Chapter 17





The brightly lit hall was filled wall-to-wall with grey, hulking males and shiny black horns.

Julia took a deep breath and stepped inside.

Almost two hundred Vandals in one location. Dear god, they were imposing. She squeezed Alaric’s claw. He glanced down, placed a comforting hand against the small of her back as he gave her a reassuring smile. This was her formal introduction to his men, and she was nervous as hell to be finally meeting all of the males who were so important to her husband. She’d been introduced to many of them already, but she still hadn’t met most of them yet.

Alaric told her Noeme was also being introduced tonight, so at least she wasn’t alone in this. Kristen would be there too, which made her happy. The three lone human mates were becoming quick friends. She wished they could spend more time together, but Alaric had kept her busy the last two days. He was intent on getting his crew settled in permanent housing within the walls of the city. And that was what they’d both been working on, moving into the palace.

Tonight was a celebration of their new home and new mates. Also, it was apparently yet another excuse for the Vandals to eat. It was amazing to her how they all ate such large quantities of rich food and sweets and yet never seemed to increase in weight or grow sick. She was seriously jealous.

Just a few hours ago the last touches on their new suite were finally complete.

Julia had done a thorough study of the layout of the palace and discovered that Sonja and Honorious had slept in suites on opposite wings, which was very telling. Sonja’s room had been destroyed by fire. Galla’s room, next door to Sonja’s, had amazingly escaped damage altogether. Meanwhile, Arcadia’s room was also reasonably intact and in the same wing as his father’s.

She’d had a hard time deciding which room to pick. A guest suite or a former room of a family member? Finally, Julia chose her father’s old suite. In the end she couldn’t imagine anyone else settling into that room other than her and Alaric. At first, she’d thought it would be a desecration, living where her family had lived. But now she found it soothing, walking the same halls where her father and brother had worked, talked and laughed. It helped to keep their memory alive. She’d believed her father to be a man who was untouchable, immoveable—a man who would always be there. Despite their arguments over her refusal to marry, she’d relied on him as the one person in her life who truly loved her. The loss of him left a gaping hole she knew time would never heal.

She liked to think that both her father and brother would enjoy the idea of her and Alaric living there. She secretly vowed to do her best to make them proud and take care of this city to the best of her abilities.

Some of Alaric’s crew had also moved into the palace. The Vandals were each choosing where they would settle. Brennus chose Galla’s old room. Of course. Idris was down the hallway in Arcadia’s room. And there were still plenty of guest suites ready for immediate occupancy. Julia hoped to talk Noeme and Kristen into choosing the palace as their new family quarters. If not, she hoped they’d relocate to a nearby mansion. Lots of patricians had fled town prior to the sack, so there were many empty homes in need of repair.

She glanced around the hall and blew out a breath. Only a week ago, if someone had told her she’d be one of a few women in a room full of the monsters who’d slaughtered the Goths, she would’ve cried out in horror. But tonight…tonight she didn’t even view them as “monsters,” “beasts” or even “creatures” anymore. Recently all of those descriptors had been removed from her vocabulary. These were men. Men raised in a land so far away they looked very different from Yormans, but this did not make them less than, or more than men. Just different. Vandals had the same feelings that men and women did. They loved, they laughed, they cried. They wanted what everyone else wanted—love and security. And food, they wanted lots and lots of Yorman food.

Speaking of…

The buffet table was amazing. There wasn’t an inch of available space because all of it was taken up by platters of mouth-watering delicacies. The farmers, butchers, cooks, bakers and brewers of Yorma, and even nearby towns, were all now beginning to understand that there was a fortune to be made feeding the Vandals, and they were outdoing themselves, trying to capture this lucrative market.

She saw Thera directing the staff. The older woman had moved over from the tent city to return to her old job, managing the household, and to Julia’s eternal happiness the gruff woman was revealed to be a gifted organizer. This was lovely, considering Julia hadn’t the least amount of interest in managing this behemoth.

At least tonight she was dressed appropriately for the part. Jasta had picked out her purple silk gown and Lystra had again carefully arranged her hair. Julia glanced around nervously at the huge Vandals gathered in the hall, all with long hair, enormous horns, tunics of fur, and hard silver eyes that watched her every movement, assessing the Alpha’s new human mate.

She lifted her chin.

She could do this.

Suddenly Brennus was at her side too. He looked clean and rested and entirely different from the raging beast who’d attacked her husband a few days ago. Julia felt a flutter of unease, remembering that moment when she’d tried to kill this man, and thankfully hadn’t succeeded. Not exactly the successful start to a new friendship.

Brennus met her gaze and winked. Her heart lightened and she gave him a shaky smile in return.

How had Brennus been immune to her magic? The power had coalesced and she’d tried to use it to gain entrance into his chest, going for his heart and his pumping blood, but she’d been blocked, as if there were a shield surrounding him. She’d had to resort to secondary measures, pulling out the blade her father had always kept hidden underneath his desk as a last resort.

Were some people born immune to her magic? Were all the Vandals immune? Was Alaric immune too because it ran in families? Was Brennus magic too?

All these thoughts jumbled around in her head. She wished she had answers, but there was no one to ask. Her kind had been hunted to extinction and outlawed. Her mother was a witch too, but

She supposed she should just be grateful she wasn’t being executed. Strangely, no one had mentioned what happened with Mason. Everyone had dispersed afterwards and acted as if nothing untoward had happened. They’d all just moved on, immersing themselves with the business of moving. And Thera was treating her now like a long-lost friend. The household staff all smiled at her warmly. And no one was questioning the fact that Thera had claimed that she’d healed Mason. Everyone just accepted it and let it go. Even Alaric.

She didn’t understand what was going on, but decided to accept this boon for the miracle that it was.

She smiled up at Brennus again, relieved to know that there were now two people in the world she could behave naturally around. She could rely on the fact that she couldn’t accidentally kill her new husband and his best friend. So at least there was that. It made her feel much more comfortable around them.

“Princess? Princess!” She turned her head and smiled brilliantly at Noeme, who was trying to make her way across the crowd to her. It always cracked her up how Noeme refused to call her Galla in public.

“Hi!” Julia waved back excitedly.

Out of the corner of her eye she caught sight of Kristen and Skylar too. Oh gosh, she could hardly wait to give that little girl a tight hug.

“Come, this way,” Alaric ordered. “It’s time to make the announcement.”

Darn.

He pulled her onto a small, raised stage, allowing all of the Vandals and Yorman staff crowding the room to see them clearly. “I have news,” Alaric boomed, his voice carrying down the hall.

The room settled and grew quiet as everyone turned to look toward them. Julia bit her lip and tried her best to act like this was no big deal, being the center of everyone’s attention. She scanned the crowd and caught sight again of Noeme who gave her an encouraging smile.

Julia blew out a breath and concentrated on listening to what Alaric had to say.

Her husband spoke to his crew for a while in a series of snarls and growls. It must’ve been a rousing speech because at the conclusion there were shouts and whistles and the entire room of Vandals gave him a thundering ovation. And then Alaric paused and looked over to meet Julia’s gaze with his bright, caring eyes. Then her husband switched to speaking in her language. “Tonight,” he said, “I introduce you to my new mate, Julia Vellinus Claudian.”

Julia started with surprise. Her head jerked in Alaric’s direction, but his eyes were on his audience—his crew. Why wasn’t he introducing her as Galla? They were doing this, right now? Her stomach pitched.

Alaric stepped over and stood behind her, his claw resting on the side of her neck as he touched his favorite spot—the scar he’d left on her neck. He stood straight and proud, as if expecting yet another ovation. But this time there was only a smattering of applause. She looked around and could see a few angry faces.

Uh oh.

“What about the original plan?” one of the Vandals shouted. “If she isn’t the Princess, who is this human?”

“Yes, I asked the humans for Princess Galla,” Alaric explained. “I discovered later that Galla was not brought to me and that they had instead given me this female, Julia Claudian. I instead claim Julia as my truemate.”

“The Yormans tricked you,” an older Vandal yelled out, his face twisted in fury. “They tricked us.” He pounded a fist against his chest. “How can you accept this female? This is the end of our plans. This was supposed to be our home, a place where we could finally settle and eat the foods we wanted. The humans will never accept you as their ruler if your halflings are not the true heirs of their dead Emperor.”

The room exploded with shouts and accusations. Vandals bellowing at each other to be heard, shaking their fists.

Oh wow. Julia’s heart fluttered like a hummingbird in her chest and she grabbed Alaric’s claw, unable to bear the commotion. This was terrible. She needed to speak in her own defense.

Alaric threw his head back and let out a thunderous roar, the type she hadn’t heard or seen since the night he’d claimed her on the altar. He was so loud she dropped his claw and put her hands over her ears to drown out the noise. The Vandals grew quiet and turned toward their Alpha. “I am pleased that I was not offered the real Princess Galla,” Alaric growled. “That female is known for her lies and lack of loyalty. Meanwhile, Julia is loyal to me and to our species.”

There was a murmur of agreement from the crowd.

“It is true that his mate is loyal. Julia Claudian saved the life of my offspring,” Velron shouted in her defense.

Julia smiled in gratitude at both Kristen and her husband and then glanced back at Brennus to see his reaction to what Alaric had said about Galla. His head was bowed; his jaw clenched and his hands fisted. Poor guy.

“We always knew the chances of Galla being my actual truemate were slim,” Alaric continued. “I could’ve easily not found that the Princess was my truemate that night and we’d still be wondering how we were going to peacefully occupy this city indefinitely. We should be grateful I found a female of royal blood who is my mate.”

“But how is your mate still of royal blood? Don’t you need to mate with a female of this type for the humans to accept your offspring?” shouted a beast from the corner of the room.

Dread lodged in her stomach. The Eastern Empire was vast and powerful and she knew in her heart these Vandals would never defeat such an enormous force. Did they not understand the depth of the empire’s resources? Alaric seemed to believe his legitimacy to this city would come through his wedding to her, or actually to “Galla” and through the heir she bore. But she wasn’t the Princess, just a bastard of the Emperor. Theodosious didn’t know her name, or who she was. He wouldn’t care, wouldn’t consider Alaric’s marriage to her as a legitimate claim. A male heir would help, it would have Honorious’s bloodline, but the chances of that happening in time were slim. What if she never grew big with child? What if the child she bore was a girl?

She had to tell the Vandals the truth of their situation.

Julia put her hand on Alaric’s sleeve. “Let me try and explain this to them,” she pleaded. She met Alaric’s unyielding gaze and saw a flicker of hesitation cross his features before he nodded in acceptance. He stepped back. She raised her voice. “You deserve a true explanation,” she told the crew. “I know that Alaric believes that because I am Emperor Honorious’s daughter, any halfling I bear would be accepted. But I want all of you to be aware that Queen Sonja is not my mother. My mother died in childbirth. I am Honorious’s illegitimate daughter, raised by him in the palace. Therefore, I am Princess Galla’s half-sister.”

“You are a bastard?” a Vandal snorted. “The humans are weird about this, they give bastards no value.”

“I don’t care what term the humans use to describe her,” Alaric snarled. “My mate is the daughter of Honorious, and she’s the most logical and Vandal-like of any of these humans I’ve ever met,” her husband announced in her defense. “That is good enough for me.”

Then he stepped forward and pulled her into his embrace and she rested her warm cheeks on his massive chest.

“Can we trust her?” a large beast rumbled. His black beard was laced with grey, but he appeared to be as burly and muscular as the rest of them. “I understand that she saved Velron’s offspring, but still, why did they switch her for Galla? Is she a spy for them?”

“She knows nothing of their plans,” Alaric answered. “Julia is a pawn in this game as much as we are.”

Julia shrugged, silently agreeing with this assessment. It was sad but true.

And then Brennus hopped onto the stage, anger etched across his face. “Why do you fight about this?” he thundered. The Vandals grew quiet and turned to listen to him. “Why do you continue to question Alaric’s choice? This human is his truemate,” Brennus raged. “He’s marked her and initiated the mating bond. It is done. All of this is moot. If he’s marked her, then she’s vetted. She will carry his halfling and we will still find a way to gain acceptance from the humans. We don’t even know if she’ll bear a male, so all of this is meaningless anxiety over something we cannot control. Meanwhile, this female will be treated with respect or the beast that dares defy me will feel the mark of my claw.”

Julia stood, numb with shock from this unexpected support from Brennus. Both of these males were defending her. Her new husband and his best friend.

“She’s my mate,” Alaric stated with finality, showing them again his mark on her neck, his words hard as stone. “I bit her, and our mating bond snapped into place. It is done. I am hers and she is mine.”

Some Vandals still eyed her suspiciously, but they all nodded in agreement, and many began moving back over to the buffet and reaching for food, signaling an end to this debate. Julia blew out the breath she’d been holding.

Alaric placed a finger under her chin. She met his silver gaze. “Don’t worry,” he said, offering her a warm smile. “They will learn to love you as much as I do.”











Chapter 18





Love?

Julia glanced at the water clock on the wall. She’d been sitting in the tablinium with Alaric for over an hour, working on embroidery, and it was torture. She’d poked her finger twice. The chair she sat in was killing her ass. She placed the fabric on her lap. “I need new duties or I’m going to expire from boredom,” she huffed.

Alaric, the Vandal who’d recently declared his love for her, looked up from behind her father’s old desk and put down the quill he was trying not to crush as he wrote with his giant claw. “I need to keep my eyes on you,” he growled. “The last time I left you alone you were almost killed.”

She gave him a mischievous grin. “I promise this time not to rescue small children from certain death.”

A muscle ticked in Alaric’s jaw. “You were almost killed,” he repeated.

She set her embroidery aside. Her stitches were so uneven and tangled it should be against the law for her to pick up needle and thread. Little girls could stitch better than her.

Julia stood up and stretched and then she strolled over, more interested in Alaric’s work than her own. She’d been watching him these last few days as she’d followed him around during his duties as the Western Empire’s temporary Emperor. Now that the palace was finished and they’d moved in, he’d decided that in order to keep her close he would bring her with him as he worked, which was fine with her. She’d done rounds with him as he examined the progress the workers made on the walls and when he’d observed the preparedness for battle or siege. She’d watched as he directed rebuilding projects, and she’d stood with him as he’d lain down judgments and settled disputes. They’d even entered the Senate Hall together. Never in her whole life had she been allowed in that bastion of male dominance. It was thrilling to be in the middle of all the action, right there as judgments were made.

And the whole time while he worked and made his rounds, she could’ve been taking notes, organizing his work and making his tasks easier. She’d watched all of his routines and mentally noted ways in which she could easily help things run smoother.

She was relieved to see firsthand that Alaric really had no aspirations for the purple robes of the Emperor. Someone else could rise as the new Emperor and deal with the Senate, the court, and the territories. The court had already fled to Milan, setting that city up as the new capital of the Western Empire. The Yorman Senate Hall was now filled with locals representing districts within the city. “Let them have it,” Alaric had told her. He would send envoys and petition to be acknowledged as Governor of the Yorman territory and remain a general in the empire’s army. This was fine with him and the other Vandals. It was all they wanted.

She’d also watched Alaric work at his desk, without a scribe, and she was itching to get her hands on his papyrus and ink. From what she could see, he was making a mess of things. “I can work here. With you. You seem to have much to do. Why can’t I help?”

He frowned. “I have to read these…”—he waved a hand—“and compose answers to these.” He pointed at a stack of scrolls. “You cannot help me. My scribe died of illness and I do not trust any Yormans yet with such a task, I do not know them well enough. I hate having to run our efforts in such a primitive way, without a computer or ship’s log, not even holo vids. It’s ridiculous. I’m thinking of bringing in Kerun to train as my new scribe.”

Julia winced. Kerun was a sweetheart, but he didn’t know the first thing about Yorman communications. None of them did. “I can help you,” she offered.

She could see by the look on his face that he didn’t believe her. Her husband had to know how little value Yormans placed on educating girls. He didn’t want to admit this out loud and embarrass her with her lack of education, which was kind of him. But in this instance, he was wrong. “I can read and write Latin and Greek,” she explained, “and also Punic. My brother’s tutors always allowed me to sit in on all of their sessions. It was a secret, we told no one. But…” She walked over and placed both hands on his desk and leaned close. “I was the better student.”

She saw surprise flicker across his features before he could hide it. She could almost see the wheels turning in his head. My mate was a better student than Arcadia?

Alaric glanced down and shuffled a few scrolls. “You have duties to attend to.”

“I know,” she sighed. “And I’ve been working hard at my duties. But we aren’t in bed now, and I’m bored.”

He looked up and pinned her with a heated gaze. “Don’t play games,” he said gruffly.

Her stomach fluttered.

He took a deep breath, visibly calming himself, and leaned back in his seat. “You must have many duties to attend to with the restoring and running of the palace.”

She waved a hand. “Thera and Jasta have many duties to attend to with the restoring and running of the palace. Thera is a master organizer. You should be grateful to have her again as the head of household. She has everything planned so well I’m superfluous. She consults with me and asks my opinion to make it seem as if I am in charge, but I’m not, she’s in charge.”

“Do I need to intervene?”

“No,” Julia gasped. “No. Don’t anger Thera and mess this up for me. That woman is worth her weight in gold. I defer to her wisdom. But…I need something else to do. There’s much work to be done rebuilding and restoring Yorma and I sit here all day and….embroider?” She shuddered. “I think women usually do this in groups and chat while they work. They learn from each other, gain skills and new friendships. But I’m not getting any better at this because I’m doing this alone.”

In fact, it reminded her very much of her predicament concerning her magic, how she had no one to train her or talk to about her powers. It was very isolating.

Alaric opened his mouth and she cut him off before he could start. “No. I know what you were going to suggest…let’s just get this out now…I am equally bad at weaving wool. I am bad at all of the things a noblewoman is expected to do. But I can assist my husband with his duties. Please, let me help. I used to assist the Mother Superior. I was her scribe. This is my city, I know it well, and since, as you have pointed out, most people in key positions of administration have left, you need all the help you can get.”

She watched his face soften.

“Husband?” He smiled.

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, you’re my husband. Aren’t wives supposed to help their husbands with their correspondence?” she prodded.

“I don’t know what mated human females are supposed to do. On my planet males and females are equals.”

“What did you say?”

“I said on K-Vindal males and females are treated equally.”

“Equals? Are you teasing me? Don’t joke about this.”

He chuckled. “I’m not. I learned all I know about business management from my mother. I miss her. It would’ve been nice to confer with her these last two years, asking her advice. Each day I think ‘What would my mother do in this circumstance? What decision would she make?’ And I try to do that.”

She sat on the corner of his desk. This male was amazing and the more she learned about his kind, the more she liked these people from beyond the stars. “I wish I could go to K-Vindal and see your planet. And meet your family.”

He grinned. “I wish you could too. Although they’d never allow it.”

“Why not?”

“Your planet is considered so primitive that my being here is affecting the unfettered growth of your species. We are interfering by being here. We don’t mean to, but we are. The only reason we’re here is because we crashed and can’t leave. But if we were ever rescued by the Vandals, I would have to leave and you wouldn’t be able to come home to K-Vindal with me.”

She gasped. “They would separate us?”

“Yes,” he answered softly.

“Oh.” She stood and paced the room. Alaric was quiet behind her. She turned and stared at him again. “Well, let’s not worry about that now,” she responded. “Let’s worry about the here and now.”

“I agree.”

“And meanwhile, I will work with you.”

He crooked an eyebrow.

“Let me ease your burden.” She grinned, an idea forming in her mind. These last two days she’d been watching not only her husband’s work, but his claws, his forked tongue, his shiny horns, his buttocks, his…

“How will you ease my burden?” he questioned.

“There are many duties I can learn to perform,” she said suggestively. She walked around his desk and noted that if she sank to her knees here, she would be hidden from prying eyes should someone open the unlocked door. She stopped and met his heated gaze, then let her gaze drop to his lap. “There is something that I have wanted to try. I’ve heard that many wives attend to their husbands in this way.”

His breath grew labored. “You have?” He paused. “Is this what you want?”

“Yes.” This amazing man had no idea what his declaration of love had meant to her. No idea.

“Down on your knees. I’ll teach you.”

She dropped to the floor in front of him, trembling with excitement. He was magnificent, his black hair swept back from his proud face and his silver eyes heavy-lidded with passion. He’d spread his tree trunk thighs wide and she moved between them, placing a hand on the growing bulge underneath his leggings.

A hand cupped her flushed face. “You surprise me,” he murmured.

“I surprise myself,” she answered. This was by far the boldest move she’d ever made in her entire life. But she wanted him with a passion that was almost frightening in its intensity.

“Take my cock out,” he ordered. “Taste me.”

Her heart beat furiously as she unbuttoned his trousers and his grey shaft jutted out before her, stunning in all its manly glory. It was soft, yet hard, veiny and beautiful. She wrapped her hand around his erection, her fingers yet again unable to meet at the base, loving the heavy feel of it in her palm.

“Mine,” she said, meeting his gaze. “This is mine.”

“Only for you,” he whispered.

She licked her lips and opened her mouth, taking the crown inside. Her husband moaned, his hands fisting her hair. Heat swept through her chest at his loss of control. At the power she had over him. She slid her tongue along his weeping slit, loving the taste of his seed.

“Take all of me. I need to feel my cock deep in your throat. Move your hand up and down like that. Yes. Yes.”

She immediately obeyed and started working him in and out of her mouth, deeper, keeping her lips tight. She could hear him panting and she sucked harder, wrapping her hand around his shaft and moving as he’d instructed. She gagged once when he went too far down her throat, but she corrected and kept the pace.

“Julia.”

Her head bobbed as she continued to take him inside her mouth, moving his slick cock in and out. Hunger and need clouded her brain, filling her senses and flooding the area between her thighs. The moment was intimate and erotic and one she wanted to repeat with him over and over again.

“Hold on. I’m going to come.”

Both his hands moved to either side of her head and he kept her steady as he hammered his hips up and down, pumping his large cock in and out of her mouth. Her lips grew numb, but she held still, keeping her mouth right where he needed it. She held on, doing her best to stay with him, reveling in his savage thrusts. Her fingers dug into his thighs.

His breath racing, Alaric jerked under her a moment before his hands tightened in her hair. He raised his hips up, locking her there, his cock far into her throat, then he pulled out to fist his cock, giving it a rough pump. His other hand moved to bring her head close.

“Open your mouth.”

She did as asked and he shot his seed in warm spurts onto her tongue.

“Swallow it,” he panted. “All of it.”

A shiver of delight ran down her body at his commanding language. She swallowed all of his seed, loving the sweet taste.

“Lick it clean.”

His eyes glittered as he watched her gladly clean off his softening cock.

 

There was a knock on the door. Alaric cursed at the interruption. His mate’s eyes widened with alarm. Alaric gently pushed her back and he stood up. He fastened his leggings and helped her up from the floor.

“Who is it?” He was not to be disturbed this morning. How was this hard to understand?

The door cracked open. “Your Majesty?” a human guard asked hesitantly.

“Yes?”

“Idris would like a word.”

Alaric sighed with irritation and watched as his mate tried to smooth her hair back into place. “Send him in,” he grumbled.

He watched Julia walk over and sit again at her small table in the corner. As if nothing had happened. As if she hadn’t just swallowed his seed moments before.

If Idris wasn’t here he’d have her spread across this desk right now, her legs wide as he licked her pussy again and again.

He continued to stare at her as his friend entered the room. The window covering was open and morning light streamed in, lightening his mate’s hair and painting a soft glow to her skin. She looked like she’d just been fucked. Her cheeks were flushed, and her hair messed. Her lips still attractively red and swollen from taking his cock only moments before.

Her eyes connected with his and she smiled and licked her lips, using her thumb to swipe the last of his seed from her mouth.

His heart thundered in his chest.

“Alaric?”

Alaric blinked and stared at his friend. “Yes?”

“I have information to deliver.”

“Ah, good, Julia will be here acting as my scribe helping me with all my correspondence.”

“Wonderful,” his mate yelled out, delight evident in her voice. “You won’t regret it, I promise.”

His friend’s eyebrows arched in surprise.

“You can speak to me plainly in front of her.”

Idris’s jaw clenched with disapproval. They stared each other down for a moment until Alaric could see in Idris’s eyes that he’d acquiesced. Alaric gestured for his friend to sit, ending the stalemate. He knew exactly what Idris was thinking about this arrangement and he didn’t give a rat’s ass. Julia was loyal to him and his instinct had never failed him before.

“I’ll order tea,” his mate announced. He watched as she rose, walked across the room and opened the door to speak in soft tones to the guards in the hallway. The door closed softly behind her.

“Tea?” Idris asked. “Can’t we get some real food?”

Alaric grunted. “They know to mix ours with mead.”

Julia returned a moment later with Thera behind her and two other humans, providing not only hot tea but sliced bread and fruit on platters. His mouth watered, amazed yet again at the smell and taste of the humans’ food. Thera fussed over them all, filling plates and passing cups. “Do you require more?” she asked Julia.

“No, this is lovely. Thank you, Thera,” Julia answered, her smile bringing out the delicious dimple in her left cheek.

Thera smiled fondly at her, didn’t spare a glance for Alaric or Idris, and left the room.

Alaric grinned behind his cup. The grumpy older woman is under her spell too.

Idris looked uncomfortable, holding his small cup in his large claw like a fragile egg. Alaric enjoyed the tea, although a team of oxen couldn’t pull that admission out of him.

“Yarl is about to turn on you,” Idris offered casually between sips of the hot drink.

Alaric cursed. He put down his cup, spilling liquid on the table. Julia winced.

“I spoke to that male yesterday.”

Gods, ruling over humans was worse than herding cats.

“It wasn’t enough. His wife is Goth. If you don’t act today, you’ll have an assassination attempt to deal with.”

Alaric heard a noise and turned to see Julia, eyes wide, her hand over her mouth. “This is why I keep Idris close,” he explained. “Someone is always trying to kill me.”

“Always? Your allies are trying to kill you?” she whispered.

“Especially his human allies,” Idris answered.

“What do you suggest?” Alaric asked Idris. “You must have a plan.”

“I always have a plan,” his friend agreed. He took another sip of tea, and then answered, “I suggest you send Yarl back home to his wife in Ravenna immediately.”

“What about his conspirators?”

“They are nothing without the head. They are the same humans who will always grumble about your rule. The type of humans who will hate whoever is in charge as long as it isn’t them. Give these men first rights to land grants when all this subsides and you will see them allies.”

A growl rumbled in Alaric’s chest. “Yarl must pay for what he has done.”

“Yes,” Idris agreed. “Yarl is dangerous. He needs to be removed.”

Julia made another sound. They both looked at her. “Execution?” she asked.

“No, worse.” Idris smiled coldly. “Reassignment.”

“The frontier, on the Rhine.” Alaric nodded. “For so far and so long that he will be told to take his family with him.”

“His mate will hate that,” Idris chuckled.

“Agreed. And she will make his life a living hell.”

Julia exhaled, her eyes sad. “Alaric, my father and brothers had to constantly watch their backs in case a supposed friend turned on them and they’d find a knife between their shoulders. The whole court was like a pack of wild dogs, ready to turn on their leader at the first sign of weakness.”

“Your father’s court and the court of the Eastern Empire are comprised of sycophants and narcissists,” Idris responded, “with a smattering of loyal subjects who want what is best for the empire. The Vandals are smaller and have grown close due to our shared vision of surviving within the empire. We work well with friendly humans, but there are always humans who will want more, who are dissatisfied with what they have. This is normal. My job is to head these off and keep us safe.”

“We are thriving here on Earth,” Alaric added. “We do have the occasional betrayal, but it is nothing compared to the intrigue humans deal with. There is no outright mutiny from the humans we work with. And the Vandals are a crew, a cohesive unit.”

“They trust you to lead them well,” Julia noted, pride tinging her voice.

“They do,” Idris agreed.

Alaric suddenly felt very uncomfortable hearing these words jointly from his friend and his mate. He cleared his throat. “On to other items. I need someone to run the day-to-day business of this city for me,” he told Idris. “The humans who ran the city garrison and the mayor’s position have both either fled or died. I have a Vandal who I will appoint as the Centurion in charge of the city garrison, but I need your help with ideas for whom to pick as mayor. I want a Yorman whom I can trust and will do a good job and not ruin what I’ve already begun. Find me a few candidates.”

And right then the door crashed open.

His mate squeaked and splashed tea on her gown.

Meanwhile Brennus stood in the portal, grinning like a fool, with an enraged human guard huffing behind him.

Alaric waved his hand. “Stand down, Laton. We all know Brennus can’t be stopped. Let him pass.”

“Damn right I can’t be stopped,” Brennus boomed as he stomped into the room. The red-faced guard closed the door behind him. Brennus threw himself into an empty chair, leaned forward and helped himself to some fruit. “I see there’s a meeting. And food. What did I miss?”

“We’re trying to decide on a new mayor for the city,” Idris answered.

“Good plan. This city is a goddamn mess.”

“I asked Idris if—”

“Alaric?” Julia boldly broke into their conversation. They all turned to look at her. Brennus paused mid bite. His mate carefully placed her cup down and continued. “Um, you said you need a new mayor? Well, I have an idea. I know that Flavis Lucius survived the sack of Yorma and fled with the court for Milan. He was a Mayor in years past. Would you like me to write a letter and have the missive sent to Milan giving Flavius the option of returning as mayor? I remember he was well liked by the people and my father used to remark about him being honest and easy to get along with. He was very experienced and would be helpful in rebuilding the city.”

Alaric paused. “Would this human accept rule by a Vandal?”

“I don’t know. But there’s no harm in asking, is there?”

“If we send that letter to Milan, the Yormans hiding there will know we need help,” Idris pointed out. “They’ll know that we don’t have this all under control.”

“I would say they know that already,” Brennus answered, speaking with food in his mouth, “What with all the refugees streaming out of the city and spreading their tales.”

“Yes, but the Yormans will…”

Alaric leaned back and listened to them debate. Since the crash Alaric had kept council mainly with Brennus and Idris. The three of them strategized, working together to bring the Vandals closer and closer to legitimacy. He was used to this trio, but for the first time he felt a change. He glanced at his mate who was eagerly listening to every word the two males said. She felt right in their midst. Her eyes locked with his for a moment and Alaric was lost in their blue depth. He was falling in deep with this female. His love for her was growing daily.

If only he could earn her trust. He needed his mate to understand that he was never leaving her and that he’d spend the rest of his years keeping her and their children safe and happy. He wanted nothing more than having her at his side.

“I think it’s an excellent idea,” he announced.

Idris shrugged. “It could work.”

“Julia is smart, for a human,” Brennus joked and then winked at Alaric’s mate.

“Write the letter,” Alaric ordered his new scribe.

And he smiled.











Chapter 19





Five weeks later Julia watched summer arrive in all its scorching glory. Children frolicked in the fountains in the town squares, fed by the recently repaired aqueducts. Windows were left open to catch the morning breeze and she dressed in lighter robes to stave off the early summer heat.

And she kept busy learning to be a Vandal’s mate, and his scribe.

Julia had been a girl in a convent scheming to avoid marriage and the exposure of her magic, and now, five weeks later, she was married to a Vandal from something called a “planet” named K-Vindal. A man-beast whom, strangely, she was growing more fond of each day. They lived and worked together, and she was loving every minute of this time spent with her new husband.

Although she felt like there was a giant countdown clock floating in the air above her head, letting her know the end was near. As if their time together was borrowed and could be snatched away at any moment.

Thera and Jasta and the other women had done a wonderful job keeping reminders of her father, the Emperor, out of the suite she and Alaric had moved into. The personal effects of her family were stored in empty rooms on the far side of the central gardens. One day, when all this had settled, she hoped to find a way to organize what was left behind and give it new homes. She vowed to do her best to honor their legacy. Alaric had ordered her father and brother cremated and their ashes interned in the mausoleum where her family’s ashes had lain for centuries. This went a long way in restoring the Yorman people’s opinion of their new ruler. And his wife’s opinion, too.

She’d spent every day and every night with Alaric for the last five weeks, every moment together. They slept together each night in the massive bed in the Imperial suite at the Palace, and he’d kept her close as his scribe. He’d shown zero signs of becoming an absent or abusive husband. She knew him well. He was an honorable man. The mating bond was proving to be exactly what he’d explained. She was his and he was hers and that was that.

Looking back on her time with the Vandals—a time that she had expected to have been marked with terror and barely consensual sex—she had to say that this had been the best time of her life. She was happy, content. She would love for this to continue, to be able to stay with this man, to be his truemate and work with him during the day and make love to him at night.

But she continued to hide her magic from her husband and everyone else. Alaric didn’t know he’d married a witch who could kill him without leaving a mark. A woman whom every man, woman and child in Yorma, citizen or Vandal, would instantly despise if they knew the truth. Sometimes she wondered if she could continue on this way, keeping her magic secret from her husband until the day she died. Would this marriage survive with a secret so large looming over their heads? She didn’t think so, but for now, she had no other choice.

She glanced around their luxurious room. Each night they had amazing, sweaty sex on that bed and each day she wondered how she was going to be able to leave him when Sonja and Galla returned with Theodosious’s army. How could she betray a man who was so devoted to her? A man whom she was devoted to?

Oh hell, she loved him. Loved him so much it hurt.

Her jaw clenched. It was true. She loved this beast.

Could he ever love a witch? Yes, once, five weeks ago he’d declared his love for her, but that was a declaration from a man who didn’t know about her powers. Would he change his mind and turn on her the moment he found out the truth? Even if the other barriers to their life vanished—if her family didn’t want him dead—there would still be that. The dark secret weighed like a heavy stone on her chest, ruining everything. The smart thing would’ve been to remain distant, to not care, or to pretend to have feelings and then leave this man at the first opportunity. It was what Galla would have done. It was what her sister and stepmother expected of her.

But it was too late. She loved this man. And her love was doomed. Tears continued to well in her eyes.

She was standing at the window, lost in her depressing thoughts, when Thera banged open the door to the Imperial suite. “We’re having a meeting today,” she announced.

Julia sniffed and wiped at the wetness in her eyes. “We are?”

“Yes,” the older woman answered as she resolutely pulled chairs into a semi-circle. “Your husband is training with his crew today. This is perfect timing. Let’s get going. That man almost never leaves your side, so we’ve only got about an hour before he’s back for you.”

“Who are we having a meeting with?”

Thera opened the door and Jasta, Kristen and Noeme swept into the Imperial suite.

Julia squealed with delight as she gave each of her friends a tight hug. “I don’t care why we’re together, I’m just happy to see you all,” she said.

“I’m thrilled to get out of the house and away from Skylar for a bit,” Kristen gushed in her darling Rhineland accent, accepting and returning her hug. “I love that girl but having an adult conversation with other women sounds divine.”

“Sit,” Thera ordered.

“I’m happy to be around women too,” Noeme chatted as she took a seat. “I love my husbands but living with, and around, so many other males sometimes makes me just want to laugh it up with female friends, you know?”

“Exactly!” Kristen giggled.

Thera walked over and locked the door to the room. They all quieted down and took a seat.

“So…” Jasta started the conversation, looking around expectantly at the group. “Why are we meeting today? This is fun, but what is the occasion?”

“We’re meeting,” Thera answered, “because it’s high time we figured out what the hell we’re all going to do when Galla and Sonja return with Theodosius’s army.”

Oh hell.

Noeme blew out a breath.

Jasta bit her lip.

A confused look settled on Kristen’s face. “Wait, back up. I wasn’t born and raised here in Yorma. I need some help with this. First, who is Galla? I’ve heard her name mentioned before…”

“Galla is the real Princess, the legitimate daughter of the former Emperor,” Noeme answered. “And she’s Julia’s bitchy older half-sister. Galla and her mother, Queen Sonja, left about six weeks ago to sail for Constantinople in order to return later with an army to retake this city.”

“Really? Oh wow,” Kristen breathed. “An army? Six weeks ago? So”—she counted on her fingers—“that means they could return at any moment?”

“Yes,” Thera replied. “Galla and the Queen should be back any day now with an army to retake this city and kick out the Vandals and we have to figure out what our response is going to be to this. First of all, do we think the Vandals know that an army is arriving soon? They’re only a day or two away from finishing rebuilding the walls because they’ve got many enemies, but do they specifically know about the arrival of Galla and Theodosious?”

“Maybe…” Noeme answered.

“Oh they know,” Julia cut in. “They know, because I told them.”

The others turned to look at her.

“You did?” Jasta exclaimed. “You told them? How long ago did this happen?”

Julia thought about it, “Probably four or five weeks ago. This was back when Brennus showed up and told Alaric I wasn’t Galla. They asked me outright where Galla was so I told them the truth, that she was in Constantinople raising an army to retake the city.”

“Hmm, so they know,” Thera said. “Okay. Now we need to decide what we’re going to do about this.”

“We?” Kristen innocently asked. “What do we have to decide? We don’t have anything to do with this army.”

“My dear,” Thera answered patiently, “what are we going to do when that army returns to take over this city? Are we going to help the Vandals keep Yorma, or are we going to turn on them and hand this city back over to the Eastern Empire?”

Kristen’s mouth dropped open. “I…I…”

Noeme placed a comforting hand on Kristen’s shoulder.

“This is tricky, don’t you all agree?” Thera said. “The way forward isn’t as clear as it was at the beginning of this mission.”

Kristen placed a hand on her chest. “Mission?”

“Oh god yes,” Jasta exclaimed. “I don’t know about you, but when I first accepted this assignment I thought what everyone else thought, that these beasts were basically the devil. I thought they were all monsters who were going to kill us all.”

“Mission,” Kristen muttered.

“What did you think of Velron the first time you saw him?” Noeme asked Kristen.

“What did I think of Velron?” Kristen shook her bright red-gold curls. “Oh,” she laughed, her bright green eyes sparkling with humor. “Well, when I first met him, I screamed. I screamed and screamed because I was terrified of him in his battle-beast form. It’s so funny to think about now.”

“It was the same with me,” Noeme said. “I was scared out of my mind when I first met Keltin and Barden, and now I’m mated to the both of them.”

Julia snorted. “Noeme likes the Vandals so much she faked her own death so she could stay with her husbands.”

“Hey, you’d do the same if you’d been marked by those males. My husbands have the biggest—”

“Ladies,” Thera huffed, “let’s focus, please. The five of us have been living with and near these beasts for the last six weeks and we know what they’re really like, probably better than anyone else in this city, or really anyone else in the empire. But lots of citizens in this city still think of the Vandals like we did when we first met them.”

“Tell me, what is this ‘mission’?” Kristen asked. “I need to understand what is happening.”

“Julia, Thera and Jasta were all basically recruited at the same time by Galla and Sonja,” Noeme explained, “to help them with their plan for saving the city from the Vandals, just before those two set sail for Constantinople. Thera and Jasta brought me in after we met up in the tent city. And now we’re all bringing you in.”

“Hmm,” Kristen grumbled. “Why am I the last to know?”

“We didn’t want to burden you with it,” Noeme told her, “because of Skylar. We wanted to make sure that every moment you’ve spent with your husband and daughter was genuine.”

“Oh.” Wetness formed in Kristen’s eyes. “Oh, that makes sense. Thank you. I appreciate that.”

“What are we going to do now?” Julia asked, really wanting to know the answer to this question. “Galla and Sonja think I’m here pretending to be the Princess, and that the Vandals still think I’m Galla. They’re counting on me to be their mole. I’m supposed to be waiting for my signal to sneak in and open the gates to their army.”

“What? How were you going to do that?” Kristen asked. “It’s not like it would be easy to get past the guards.”

“I don’t know. But I’m not going through with it.”

Thera nodded in agreement. “We were all supposed to help you open those gates. If we were still on point for our original mission, this meeting would be about us planning that out step by step, how all five of us were going to make sure those gates were opened for the Eastern legion.”

Jasta crossed her arms. “I’m not opening those damn gates either.”

“No,” Thera agreed. “It’s the wrong move. Opening those gates now will just mean more killing. The army has taken too long. The Vandals have had time to prove their strong leadership. They might not be actual men, but they’ve rebuilt our city and provided good jobs for the citizens. And more importantly, I’ve never once heard of a Vandal raping or harming a woman here in town. Not once.”

“Now that’s fucking important,” Noeme said. “I mean, would the Eastern army be the same?”

“Hell, no,” Kristen spat out. “Those assholes rape and pillage at will.”

Julia looked over at Kristen, surprised at her vehemence.

“Sorry, bad memories,” her friend explained.

And then Julia remembered the citizen who’d bumped into her in the street after she’d rescued Skylar, accusing her of being a traitor. “I am being watched. A man on the street accused me of being a traitor because I’d helped Skylar. It’s always made me wonder if there were spies planted here in the palace and around the city, watching what I was doing and reporting back to Galla.”

“I don’t know about the city in general, or about the other staff or workers, but I know that none of us here have ulterior motives beyond the safety of the citizens and our families,” Thera stated. “This is why it’s taken so long for me to call this meeting. I am certain now that I trust all of you.”

“So, Thera,” Jasta grinned. “What you’re saying is you didn’t fully trust me until like, yesterday?”

“Oh shut up,” Thera answered. “Cheeky girl.”

“I was on Galla’s side at the beginning of this,” Julia said. “I agreed with her that the women of my family needed to band together in order to save this city from the Vandals. But like Thera said, things have changed. I’ve learned so much and now I see that this thinking was wrong. I really feel now that the best path forward for Yorma is to keep the Vandals close. I’ve watched Alaric as he runs this city. He’s actually really good at this. He’s fair. He genuinely wants to do good. He restarted the chariot races and the gladiator fights just last week because he says he wants to keep the humans happy.”

“And their food,” Noeme pointed out, “the Vandal want humans working and happy in order to keep their supply steady to their precious Yorman food.”

“Oh god yes, don’t take their food away, we’d have a mutiny,” Kristen laughed.

They all chuckled at the truth of that statement.

“And they’re so handsome,” Kristen sighed. “I love my husband’s horns. And his claws.”

Julia and Noeme nodded in agreement.

Thera looked horrified. “I…I can’t believe you young women think this way. You know in reality all of your husbands are gruesome monsters, right? I mean, I’ve learned to respect them and I’m perfectly happy with them living alongside us and running this city. I’m even okay with the idea of them fathering children with us. In fact, I’m looking forward to the day, generations from now, when there really won’t be any full Vandals here anymore and their offspring have taken on more of our traits. Less Vandal and more human-looking. Because”—she shook her head—“I’m sorry, but they’re just…ugly. Scary.”

“Well, I used to think that way too, but now…”

“Love is blinding you. They look the same, believe me. Nothing has changed but your outlook.”

They all chuckled again.

And then Kristen bit her lip and said, “I’m really, really worried that if the Empire’s legion retakes the city they’ll kill not only my husband but my daughter too, because they’ll be disgusted that she’s a halfling.”

Thera took a deep breath. “So, we stop them.”

“How are we going to stop the entire legion from the Eastern Empire from attacking? We’re really just a group of women here, we aren’t soldiers. What can we do?”

“Well, first, none of us are going to secretly open the city gates to their army.”

“Agreed,” they all said in unison.

“And we’ll figure out what else we can do as the situations arise. I just want to remind everyone that now that we’ve all agreed to not open the gates, we could be considered traitors. If this turns out bad, we could end up on the wrong side and then we’re screwed. Traitors are executed. No trial, no jury, just a beheading in the town square.”

They glanced at each other, making eye contact and exchanging grim nods.

“So, we’re all fully on the side of the Vandals then, because we all think they’re what’s best for this city?” Jasta questioned. “We all plan on making decisions that keep these Vandals here and in charge, as well as doing what we can to keep Yorman citizens safe?”

“Yes,” Julia happily replied, thankful to now have a path forward that included the help of her friends.

“Yes,” Noeme agreed. “I’m not giving up my husbands. No way, no how.”

“I’m protecting my husband and my daughter,” Kristen agreed.

“And I’m protecting the common good,” Jasta said.

“Well,” Thera answered. “Now that that’s settled, we need to move on to the next topic.”

“Next topic?” Noeme questioned. “There’s more?”

“Oh, there’s more.”

“What else do we need to talk about?”

“Well, Julia is a witch,” Thera announced. “And we need to decide what we’re going to do about that too.”

Julia’s face turned beet red. She couldn’t even play it off. She dug her fingers into the armrest of her chair and looked at Thera in utter shock.

“W…what did you say?” Kristen sputtered.

Noeme snorted.

Jasta didn’t say anything.

“I said, Julia is a witch,” Thera repeated. “She has powers that no normal person should possess.”

“Is this a joke? Julia isn’t a witch. Julia? What is she talking about?”

Julia let out a sigh and turned to glance out the window. This was it. She’d been hiding, carrying this weight around her whole life and now she was going to out herself. This might very well be the end of everything. The end of her marriage. The end of her life. She glanced back over at the women she’d befriended these last six weeks. They were all staring at her, waiting for an answer.

Why was Thera bringing this up? What was her purpose? Would Alaric throw her in jail when he found out? Banish her?

“Um, yes. It’s true,” she admitted, “I’m a witch. I’ve been hiding this my whole life for obvious reasons. I have the power to stop hearts and kill people, and I’ve recently learned that I can also restart hearts. I’ve only saved one person this way though, Thera’s son, Mason. But I’ve also killed many people with my power.”

Kristen stood up and began pacing the room, clearly agitated. “I can’t believe this. I can’t believe…”

“Were you in the palace when the Goths attacked?” Jasta asked suddenly.

“No, no I was…I remained hidden in the convent. The Goths had said they’d spare anyone seeking sanctuary in a house of God. The sisters hid as many citizens as they could fit into the convent during the siege. Hundreds of men, women and children were huddled together crying and praying with us behind the convent walls. We could hear the destruction going on around us—the screams, the shouts, the pounding of running feet—while we hid inside. But to keep us safe like that, I stood inside the front gate, waiting to sense the hearts of any who came near. I didn’t trust those Goths for one moment to keep their vow. And I was right, many of them tried to breach our keep. I ended the life of any barbarian who tried to enter and cause us harm. I spent the whole day and night positioned behind the gates listening for and identifying the heartbeats of our attackers. I killed, one at a time, probably twenty of the Goths.”

“This is crazy,” Kristen shouted. “I’m not turning my husband over to the Eastern army and allowing my daughter to be killed, nor am I allowing Julia to be burned at the stake. That’s just not happening. Julia…Julia’s one of the best people I know. She saved my daughter. She’s not…”

“I believe our Julia is a Justinian witch.”

Julia turned to look at Thera, surprised at this sudden declaration.

“How do you know?” Noeme asked.

“Remember when my son almost died and I said Julia saved him? I wasn’t kidding. Julia is telling the truth about that, she literally saved his life. Mason’s heart stopped and he dropped to the ground, dead. And then Julia was there, and she rushed to his side and placed both her hands on his chest. Her hands glowed with bright power and she spent a good thirty minutes with her eyes closed, concentrating on fixing whatever was wrong with him. She restarted his heart. If it wasn’t for Julia, my son would be dead. The Coven witches end lives, only the Justinian Order have the ability to also save lives.”

Julia blinked. “I’m a Justinian?” She’d heard this term before, spoken of in hushed tones. Even in the midst of everyone’s all-consuming hatred for all things witch-related, people still held a quiet respect for the famed Justinian Order.

“I thought Justinians were just a story,” Jasta breathed, “not even real.”

“Maybe her mother was a Justinian too and she’s the last of her kind,” Noeme offered.

They were all quiet for a moment. Meanwhile all Julia could think of was that she might be the last of these Justinians. Whatever that was. Shocking.

Thera met her gaze. “Julia, the fact remains that you’re a witch. And we all know that if the people of this city found this out they’d lose their collective minds and have you burning on a stake in a matter of minutes.”

“It’s true,” Jasta agreed with a rueful shrug. “It’s not right, but it’s definitely true.”

“So what are we going to do about this then?” Noeme asked.

“Not one damn thing,” Thera replied. “None of us are saying a word about this to anyone and we’re keeping this secret for Julia until the day we die.”

“Oh thank god,” Kristen gasped. “Because I’m telling you I wasn’t going to allow her to be turned in. I saw what they did to witches back in my village. Just last year they—”

“Kristen,” Thera barked. “Now isn’t the time.”

“Sorry, you’re right,” her friend whispered and then lifted her luminous eyes to meet Julia’s gaze. “I just don’t want anything happening to you.”

“None of us do,” Noeme agreed.

“Good,” Jasta announced. “So, we’re all in agreement then that Julia’s a rare good witch and we still like her and she’s still our friend? Nothing has changed?”

“Yes,” they all agreed in unison.

And Julia burst into tears. A full-on ugly cry with tears and snot. Never in her wildest dreams had she ever thought that anyone would be on her side with this.

“Oh honey,” Noeme leaned over and gave her a big hug. “We won’t let anything happen to you. Don’t worry so much.”

“You won’t be able to stop the mob if they find out,” she blubbered. “I’m worried you’ll just get hurt trying to help me.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Jasta said. “We’re surprisingly tough.”

“You helped us,” Thera gritted, “and we’ll help you.”

Julia wiped her face with the back of her hand. “Well, one good thing. Now that you all know about me, maybe I can use my powers to help keep our families safe.”

Noeme winked at her. “We’re counting on it.”











Chapter 20





The next day, Julia boldly sat in the newly reopened Senate forum hall.

The moment was surreal.

The enormous chamber was officious and cold. It had a domed ceiling formed of marble and stone. A place that echoed with centuries of Yorman history. She still found it hard to believe that she sat at the epicenter of power, amongst the men who made all the decisions.

Although, as the lone woman in the room, she was only accepted here as the wife of the Vandal who’d taken over the city. She would never be allowed in otherwise. A female bastard of the Emperor normally didn’t have the power or influence to even stand near the Senate doors. But even the Senate wasn’t the same. This wasn’t the true Senate any longer, with Senators representing the different territories of the Empire. This was instead a citywide, local “Senate” of men chosen to represent districts within the city.

Julia wasn’t the same either. She walked with a lighter step and an easy smile. Because she’d finally, finally exposed her secret shame to the people she cared about most and instead of receiving the requisite burning at the stake, she’d been offered love and support.

She still couldn’t even believe it was true.

Julia entered the Senate that day with Alaric, her head held high. He’d introduced her as his “scribe”—which brought forth hoots of good-natured laughter from the assembled men (A woman doing the work of a learned man? Impossible! Another reason why Vandals were obviously not of this realm). She sat behind Alaric, as was the custom, and listened carefully to what was said, trying to learn everyone’s name and association.

At first, when she saw illogic with a man’s rhetoric, and a way for her husband to easily shut down an oration, she’d tap Alaric’s shoulder and whisper the information in his ear.

As the days progressed, he’d instead responded with, “Tell them yourself.”

She’d found this idea both shocking and scandalous. But then yesterday, as an older gentleman droned on about something completely without basis in fact or reality, she couldn’t stand it anymore and boldly stood up and spoke for herself. “Gentlemen, I’m sorry, but I must take the floor. Orathio claims that the aqueducts are fully functional citywide, but this isn’t true. Instead the aqueducts running to the town square, the Palace and surrounding areas are the only ones in the city that are fully functional. The aqueducts supplying the businesses, the ordinary citizens and the barracks are still only running at twenty percent capacity.”

“What?” Orathio sputtered. “What is this declaration from a woman?”

“This woman is my mate and she will be listened to and treated with respect.” Alaric bared his teeth and growled. Then he shifted into his frightening battle-beast and quietly settled next to her on the forum floor.

The Senate grew silent.

She stood up and walked forward with a set of scrolls. “Can I please bring forth the evidence I have to back up my claim?” she’d questioned.

The men in the room gaped at her with barely concealed rage. She knew they wanted the upstart woman removed but were unable to carry out their plan because she was Alaric’s mate. The mate of the terrifying battle-beast who was watching the proceedings. From then on, she always kept her statements brief and only spoke if she was certain no one else was going to make the point. And also, she thought carefully before speaking, saying her piece, but allowing the man she was debating to exit the conversation with ego intact. Which she knew, for a man, was very important.

And Julia noted that every time she spoke, her husband never contradicted her, or ordered her to take her seat. Instead he watched her with barely concealed pride. And each time, she had to control her tears and force herself to not fly into his arms and kiss his lips in front of everyone.

At night, in their bed, she showed him all of her gratitude. And it was enormous. And he enjoyed it.

Julia sat in her seat and quietly wrote notes on her papyrus, using a tiny lap desk she’d fashioned. Alaric, in his Vandal-form this time, strode forward to speak to a Minister on the forum floor.

“Julia.”

Julia looked up, startled. No one but Alaric spoke to her in the Senate. The men all studiously ignored her.

Suddenly Idris of Clan K’rek was sitting next to her. She looked up at the large, imposing Vandal with white eyes and a fierce intelligence. His horns were taller than any other Vandal’s and his voice was impossibly deep.

“Good morning,” Julia responded with a bright smile. It was good to see a familiar face. “What are you doing here? I thought you hated this place.” Idris never entered the Senate Hall. Pretty much everyone at the palace, besides her and Alaric, hated this place and considered this the most boring and tedious job in the city.

“I needed to speak to you alone for a moment.”

“Really?” Uh oh. A trace of worry entered her gut. “About…?”

“I’ve heard rumors of two women entering the city dressed in purple robes.”

“Oh hell.” She put down her quill. Purple was only worn by royalty because it was illegal for the lesser born to wear a color that was not their birthright. Only one or two people she knew would be so bold as to stride right through the front gate in their full regalia. “Where are they?” she asked.

Idris grunted. “I don’t know. But I need to know where your loyalty stands. Alaric is not only my Alpha but also my friend. I have my claws full protecting him from external dangers. I cannot also watch his back when he is in private with his mate.”

Her stomach clenched at the accusation in his tone. “I am not the person you should be watching.”

“Aren’t you? Has Galla already tried to contact you?”

“No,” she answered truthfully. “I didn’t know they were here until you just told me.”

“You told Alaric and Brennus that your sister and stepmother left to raise an army to retake this city. Those two humans think you’re the mole they’ve planted next to the Vandal king. I need to know, what will you do when they come to you for help?”

“I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “Galla is my sister and I don’t want to see her hurt, but I don’t want to see any Vandals hurt either.”

“You cannot have both,” he growled. “And Alaric is your mate. You are one of us now.”

“I know.” She leaned forward and responded with equal resolve. “I love him. He is my heart. Whatever decision I make will be one that results in us staying together and not being separated. I promise this to you. But if I can keep that vow as well as help my sister and the Yorman people at the same time, I will.”

He visibly relaxed, his hands unclenching. “I need to know that you are his helpmate, the last line of defense if I am unable to keep him safe. Will you do whatever it takes to keep him alive?”

“Yes,” she said as tears began to clog her throat. “I will do whatever it takes to keep him alive.” She glanced down at her husband, who was now in deep conversation with a group of men. For the first time in her life she saw her secret magic as a gift, because if she had to expose herself as a witch to the citizens of Yorma in order to save Alaric, she would do that. Gladly. As long as she was standing next to him, Alaric would remain safe.

Idris reached forward and gripped her hand with his rough claw and held her gaze. “Thank you. The days ahead might be chaotic, but it brings me comfort to know my Alpha will have your help.”

She nodded curtly, forcing tears back.

Then he was gone, as swiftly as he’d arrived, and Alaric was walking back toward her. He sat next to her and his claw cupped her cheek. “Are you alright?” he asked.

“Yes,” she swallowed and answered brightly. “Yes, I am.”

She gazed into his silver eyes. Love me. Please love me even if I’m a witch, she thought, filled with all the emotions she felt for him but could not express.

He rested his forehead against hers. “If you keep looking at me like that, we’ll get no work done today.”

“The empire can wait,” she quipped.

He stood and put his claw out to her. “Come, we’re going back to the Imperial suite.”

“We are? No, I was just joking. You have a meeting during lunch with the—”

“Cancel it.”

“Cancel? But—”

“Theron?” Alaric boomed.

“Yes?” a deep voice answered.

“Ready the carriage, we’re returning to the palace.”

“Alaric,” Julia tried to tell him, “You can’t just cancel, you can’t—”

“Yes, I can. I can do what I want.” He scooped her into his arms. She gasped at the sudden change in position and then giggled as he carried her out, striding past the surprised men in the forum.

Theron opened the carriage door and Alaric ducked, making sure his horns cleared the entrance, and deposited her inside. He settled next to her and smiled. “It’s good to be king,” he said.

And she laughed with delight.

Oh, she would do anything to save this man. Anything.











Chapter 21





Alaric stood with his friends Brennus and Idris, the three of them surveying the progress of the reconstruction of the walls. The morning was mild, and a breeze played across the battlements.

The Yormans and the Vandals worked in shifts both day and night for the last week to finally complete the fortification. It would be ready within a matter of hours. He’d paid the Yormans a ridiculous amount of currency to get them to work this hard, but it was worth it.

“I’m happy this morning,” Alaric admitted. “It is good to have the two of you with me.”

“Happy?” Brennus snorted. “Another strange remark coming from this new Alaric,” he answered, the early morning light glinting off his mischievous silver eyes.

Alaric grunted. Yes, he knew he’d changed. His crew often remarked upon it. That was what having a truemate did to a being.

“The Alaric I’ve always known is a male of little words, few emotions and many sounds within his throat,” Brennus goaded.

“Fuck off.” Alaric turned his head away to hide his grin.

“Who is this new male? This Alaric who admits to missing me when I’m gone. Who speaks of his emotions? This Alaric who smiles. Smiles? You haven’t smiled since we crashed on this planet. Is it your new mate? I see the way you are with her. The way you look at her. I heard yesterday you swept her off her feet and carried her out of the Senate Hall. So, tell me how is it, mated to a female who has vowed to turn you over to the enemy?”

Alaric glared at his friend, not bothering to answer.

“I have watched them together,” Idris interrupted. “The human is actually a good match for him. She speaks and writes three of their human languages and is bold enough to run an empire.”

“I, too, have seen her charms. But I still wonder where her loyalty lies. She’s a secret witch, which means we still have no idea whether she’s Justinian or Coven. Aren’t you concerned that Alaric will end up with a knife in his back?”

“I assume he’s changing her mind,” Idris grinned. “And her loyalty.”

“I am convincing her one night at a time,” Alaric agreed.

“Is that a joke? You tell jokes now too?” Brennus leaned over and slapped him on the shoulder. “I like this new Alaric. I think I’ve made a final decision about Julia. We’re keeping her. You need her.”

“Yes, I do need her. And of course I’m keeping her. I marked her, she’s mine.”

“You do need her,” Idris agreed. “She was right about the mayor. The man she recommended is doing a fine job restoring order in the city. She’s become well-known with the ministers, the merchants, the nobles, anyone who vies for your time. I’ve watched as she walks behind you, heading off the advance of humans she knows you don’t want to speak to. She is good at putting off everyone who needs five minutes of your time, knowing who is important and who you can safely ignore. She is an asset. A jewel.”

“My jewel,” Alaric amended.

“Have you felt her magic again?” Brennus asked.

“No, nothing. And there have been no rumors of any displays of her magic among our people. No one suspects anything. In fact, it’s easy for me to forget that she is a witch.”

“The day we moved back into the palace she saved the life of that human male,” Idris remarked. “This is important because now we know she can use her powers for good.”

“You need to tell her you know about her magic and get to the bottom of this,” Brennus said. “I’m tired of not confirming what side she’s playing on. And if she is a novice as you suggest, then we can help her.”

“I agree,” Idris said. “It’s time. I trust her now. Let her know she can trust us too.”

Alaric grinned, inordinately pleased that these two males were ready to accept his mate not just because he’d marked her, but because they liked her too. “I’ll speak to her about it tonight.”

The three of them resumed their route along the battlements. Alaric quickly changed the conversation, deciding to turn the table on his friend. Today, he was getting answers. “Tell me, Brennus, is Galla the female you’ve been searching for this last year?”

Brennus grimaced. His claws fisted. “Two diurnals before I hunted and killed Grendel for that village of fragile humans, I received the message that one of our spies in the Eastern court confirmed Princess Galla was the woman I’d been looking for. I planned on going to her immediately after the hunt.”

“Then you were mortally wounded, and you awaken from your healing sleep to find I am planning to try and mate with your mate? The female you’ve been searching all year to find.”

“Yes.”

“You’d marked her?”

“Yes,” he growled.

“No wonder you wanted me dead. I would kill any Vandal who touched my mate.”

“You’re lucky you didn’t try and pleasure mate my female,” Brennus said with deadly seriousness. Alaric nodded, knowing the truth of this.

“I’m surprised you haven’t left to find the real Galla,” Idris remarked. “I expected you to be gone after you discovered Alaric had mated Julia instead.”

“It’s better to wait here. Julia said Galla went to bring back an army to lay siege to Yorma. Which is foolish, of course, these walls are impregnable. If I left to go after her I might not find her and end up on a fruitless chase. For all I know she could be on her way back here. It’s best to stay and let her come to me.”

Brennus was right, the walls Theodosious the first had built around Yorma were impregnable. The Goths had taken the city only because they’d used a Trojan horse tactic, being invited in as friends by Honorious before turning on their supposed allies. Alaric had used a similar move to bring down the Goths. He’d sent a paid human envoy to the Goths with a proposal of peace, an offer to form a barbarian alliance against the rest of the empire. Once invited inside, Alaric had killed the Goth warlord, Rodrick. He’d torn Rodrick open and shredded his throat, satisfied to see the trickster’s blood flow on the ground and to avenge his ally Honorious.

“What about Galla’s child? Do you think he’s yours?”

“Oh, he’s mine. Idris confirmed recently that the child is a halfling.”

Alaric turned to stare at him. “Then why did she run from you and keep the child? Why is she in hiding and separated from her own offspring? She carries your mark…”

“I don’t know the answers to any of those questions. I found my human mate one long, rainy night in Gaul and marked her and then the next morning she was gone, and I’ve been looking for her ever since.”

Alaric took a deep breath, thinking of all the pain and rage that must’ve been flowing through his friend this last year. Brennus had lost the female he’d bonded with, and now that Alaric had also bonded with a female, he only now fully realized what Brennus must’ve been suffering.

A human worker shouted to Brennus and waved him over. Alaric wasn’t surprised by the interruption. Upon his return, Brennus had thankfully taken over the reconstruction of the walls. Alaric and Idris shifted into their battle-beasts and left Brennus to his work. Alaric needed to return to his mate. He needed Julia by his side before he went into the Senate today.

Alaric ran through the busy streets, with his friend at his side. He was pleased that humans were now calmly stepping out of their way, having grown used to the sight of battle-beasts in Yorma.

Idris motioned with his head and snarled. “Follow me, I need to show you something interesting I found in the city yesterday. It will only take a moment.”

Alaric raised an eyebrow but followed Idris into an alley behind an old Pagan temple. He had a moment to indulge his friend. Idris wouldn’t ask it if wasn’t important.

Sunlight filtered down past the roof line into the narrow passage onto the stones underfoot. It was empty but for the two of them. The only sound was the distant footfall of humans passing by at the entrance to the alley.

Idris shifted back into his Vandal-form, so Alaric did the same. He looked around. “Why are we here?”

Idris took a deep breath and met his gaze, anguish in his eyes. “I am forced to betray you.”

Alaric tensed. “What are you—”

“I’m sorry, there was no other way.”

Pain exploded along the back of Alaric’s head and darkness overtook him as he dropped to the ground.

 

“You’ll be late, he’s waiting,” Jasta huffed.

Julia turned to grab the shawl from her friend’s outstretched hands, knowing how important it was to Jasta to always be on time.

Theron burst through the door to her chamber. “The carriage is ready.”

Julia quickly pushed the last of her bracelets onto her wrists. “Let’s go,” she announced.

Earlier, a runner had arrived to announce that Alaric waited for her in the convent of the Sisters of the Moon. She’d been puzzled—why would Alaric want to meet her there? She hadn’t seen her former home and her friends since the day she’d left. Was this a special surprise he’d planned? She hoped so.

Julia walked to the front of the palace, where her ride waited. She entered the carriage and Jasta climbed in after her and sat by her side, along with Theron who squeezed in and sat opposite their seat. Two human guards flanked them on horseback. Ever since that first day on the streets, when they’d realized more security was necessary, all of the human mates and little Skylar too, now traveled everywhere in guarded carriages, just to be safe.

Julia turned her head to look out the window as they moved through the city, enjoying the scene of humanity surging through the streets. She never tired of it, that buzz of activity, of things being accomplished. The carriage turned off the market street and neared the convent’s district. Yorma no longer looked like a town occupied. The tone in the streets and in the palace between the Yormans and Vandals was now one of wary friendship. The Goth invasion had taken a heavy toll, killing high officials, and whole families. There were many open positions in the city government and empty houses. If it weren’t for the Vandals moving in and making up for the numbers lost due to death or relocation, and their influx of much needed currency, she wasn’t sure if the Yormans would’ve been able to bring in the harvests this year. Their grain stores were full, and people were confident they wouldn’t starve this winter. The walls were rebuilt, as were the aqueducts. Work was moving along. It looked like Yorma might be saved from famine and economic depression after all.

All due to Alaric and the Vandals from beyond the stars. They’d saved Yorma from the Goths and stayed around to keep the city from collapsing upon itself. Not that anyone had known that initially. All any of them had known was that scary battle-beasts were roaming the streets and claiming they were in charge. But now, it seemed most citizens realized the truth of their situation—the beasts were their friends, not their enemy.

But would the Yormans go so far as to ask for the Vandals to remain in charge when they were offered the safety of returning to the rule of the Empire once Theodosius returned with an army? She wasn’t so sure. No matter what, they were still being ruled by a battle-beast and his bastard bride. She had no idea if the men in the Senate, the citizens on the street, would accept them in the long term. Yormans might be peacefully working alongside Vandals, helping them to rebuild that wall, because they thought this was short term. A win-win. The Yormans would end up with a rebuilt city, and they’d get their rightful rulers back too when the Eastern Empire arrived.

If the citizens were put to the test, would the Yormans choose the empire or the Vandals? She had no idea.

The carriage lurched to a stop. “Oh, are we at the convent already?” Julia asked, surprised.

“No,” Theron growled, a deep frown marring his frightening face.

Julia heard swords clashing outside the carriage and the sound of horses neighing.

“Oh hell,” Jasta hissed.

Theron’s jaw clenched and he turned and dug his claw into Jasta’s shoulder. “I want the both of you to stay inside the carriage, where it’s safe. No matter what you hear, do not come outside.” He sprang out and slammed the door shut behind him.

There were screams and grunts and more swords clashing.

Jasta reached for Julia’s hand and squeezed her fingers.

Her heart was already pounding and that familiar buzzing, the feeling of the magic growing within her, gave her confidence in their safety. She spread her power out, searching for single hearts, but there were too many. It was hard for her to latch onto just one.

The carriage lurched to the side and Jasta squeaked with terror, then their seats settled back into place. The door wrenched open, and fear lodged in Julia’s throat.

“Get out,” a soldier snarled. He grabbed Julia by the arm and dragged her into the hot midday air. Jasta was pulled out behind her. They were standing next to the carriage in a side street, a dark alley between buildings. On the cobbled road were the bleeding bodies of her two Yorman guards. Men she’d known. Men she’d chatted with that morning.

Rage erupted throughout her body, surging through her veins, sharpening her senses. She could hear the beating of many hearts around her. There was a small army of mercenaries surrounding her carriage. “Who are you?” Julia spat. “What have you done to my guards?”

“Your guards are dead. My Queen,” the man sneered, his words laced with venom. “And your battle-beast ran away. The true Queen, Queen Sonja, requests your presence.”

Jasta gasped from behind her.

“My stepmother?” Julia asked, confused. Her focus on her magic wavered. Why would Sonja send soldiers to take her like this? They’d never discussed the exact details of how she’d be extracted from within the Vandals and returned to her convent, but Julia had to believe this wasn’t part of the plan, because this was just…madness. “Is this supposed to be my rescue? Is the Emperor Theodosius on his way?”

A soldier came running from around the corner, cutting into their conversation. “Hurry, get in the carriage,” he screamed. “Change of plans, Vandals are bearing down on us. Get in, now. Go, go, go!”

The soldiers all quickly scattered to mount their horses and ride. Some of them shoved the two women back inside, crowded in with them and slammed the door shut. The carriage bumped forward, tearing out of the side street like the devil on a mission. Julia braced her hand against the wall, swaying with the motion of the cabin. Her magic tingled in her fingers, deep inside her bones, ready to be unleashed. It hummed within her, but stayed where it was, for once, obeying her command.

Now wasn’t the time to kill someone. First, she needed answers.

“Don’t make a single move,” the first soldier snarled, his jaw hard as stone. Julia could feel his heartbeat, see the blood sliding slick through the chambers. If he tried to hurt Jasta, she could stop his heart instantly. “I was told to bring you back. I wasn’t told how or in what condition.”

Questions swirled in her head. This couldn’t possibly be her rescue if the soldier had been ordered to bring her back dead or alive. Were Sonja and Galla back with Theodosius, ready to retake the city? If so, why treat her this way, as if she were the enemy? Did Sonja suspect she was a traitor?

“Queen Sonja has returned with Princess Galla?”

“You’ll see soon enough,” the man smirked. “Now shut your mouth before I shut it for you.”

His rapid heartbeat echoed in her ears. He had no idea she held his whole existence in the palm of her hand. She looked into his deadened black eyes, filled with smug determination, and chose to let this man live.

For now.

He would take her to Sonja, and possibly to Galla, and there she would find her answers.











Chapter 22





“For God’s sake, somebody wake this beast. I must talk to this creature immediately. Guard, throw some water on him.”

Alaric awoke to find himself chained to a damp stone wall, the sound of a female’s shrill voice screaming in human-speak, causing pain to shoot across his skull. Water slammed against his face. He coughed as it spiked up his nose and into his mouth. Well, that certainly did the trick—he was as awake as he’d ever be. He tried to see past the water dripping down his forehead.

Where was he? Who had him chained? And why couldn’t he shift into his beast?

His eyes finally focused on an unknown human female standing before him. “Who are you?”

“Good, you’re awake.” Cold blue eyes assessed him with the eagerness of a predatory hawk. “I am Queen Sonja,” she announced.

He took a deep, painful breath. “Why can’t I shift?” he finally growled.

She huffed. “You can’t shift into that beast because I’ve placed a spell on those chains. I’m certain you’re wondering how Queen Sonja, a woman whose husband and son died, and whose palace was overrun by barbarians, was able to capture the King of the Vandals. After all, the Vandals slew the beast Grendel and his mother. No small feat, that.”

True. How did she capture him? It was no small feat. And why wasn’t he able to shift into his beast? Human magic didn’t work on Vandals. And then he finally noticed the restraints were made from platinum. Damn. The one Earth metal that inhibited his ability to shift.

He couldn’t clear his mind and remember exactly how he’d arrived in this predicament, but he knew an explanation lurked somewhere in the background. His fists clenched into tight knots of fury. “Yes,” he replied with a voice that sounded like grinding rocks. “How were you able to capture me?”

“You have a traitor in your midst.” She grinned. “You and your disgusting Vandals moved into my palace. Well, now I’m kicking you out. I’ve returned to take back what is rightfully mine and restore Yorman civility to the streets of the city that is mine. These guards are paid mercenaries loyal to me and my sisters, and there are many more where they came from. But soon I will gather my sisters here who are scattered around the world.”

Her sisters? A traitor? Right under Idris’s nose? What was this crazy human speaking of? It didn’t seem possible. There was something important he needed to remember, but it was just out of reach. Alaric tried to speak again, ignoring the pain. He needed more answers. He couldn’t remember what had happened. His lips were cracked and bleeding from what he assumed were repeated blows to his face, his broken ribs making every breath agony. “Where, where—”

“What?” Sonja huffed with impatience.

“Where is Julia? If you hurt her, I will kill you.”

“Julia?” She snorted with derision. “Why would you care about her? She’s the traitor. Julia is the one who fed me information. The whole time she was in your bed, she was spying on you, sending letters back to me through a secret courier and therefore to Theodosius.” A smug smile formed on her face. “Oh, poor thing. Did you think she cared? Julia made all of this possible. She doesn’t love you. You’re a beast. She might only be a bastard, but she still had prospects. Honorius planned on marrying her off to Skipio Placidius—the general who is already marching back from the Western territories this very minute to kill you and retake his promised Bride. Julia married you because I convinced her it was her duty to her country to sleep with a monstrous beast. The foolish girl thought it was all Galla’s idea.”

“You’re lying,” he spat.

“Mother?” A reedy voice sliced through their interrogation, stopping it short. A young human female stepped hesitantly into the dank chamber. A woman who looked disturbingly like his own mate.

“Galla?” Sonja hissed. “Why are you here? You should be waiting for me at the palace.”

“I couldn’t stay by myself at the palace, it’s overrun with Vandals. I saw your private guard in the streets. They overwhelmed Julia’s carriage and took her and her attendant hostage. Why did you do that? We were supposed to wait together, for an audience with the Vandals to lay our trap. And instead I find you here, with their King chained to the wall. What is this? Where did all these extra soldiers come from? Were they sent by Theodosious?”

Before Sonja could answer, more soldiers stormed into the catacombs, dragging his mate and her attendant in their wake. Alaric strained against his chains, broken ribs sending shards of unbearable agony crashing through his body, causing black spots to form in his vision. He hung his head, taking deep, ragged breaths. Never in his life had he been in such a situation without his beast. He could feel his animal scratching for release.

Julia was unharmed. This was all that mattered. She didn’t see him in the shadows. He was almost thankful. His muscles strained against the unbreakable chains. He had to protect her. She was his mate, and no one would harm what was his. If Julia died his life was over.

He watched her scan the dim interior until her gaze collided with his. Her eyes flew wide in horror. Any thought he’d allowed to germinate that Sonja had been right about her being a traitor dissipated. Julia was loyal with a heart as big as the entire Western Empire. She would never betray him. Never.

“Alaric,” his mate shouted, tears streaming down her cheeks. She turned on Sonja, her face burning with rage. “What have you done to him? He needs a healer, he’s bleeding.”

“What is happening?” Galla asked again through gritted teeth.

“I wish you hadn’t followed me here, Galla,” Sonja sighed. “This place is a secret. I never wanted you to see this. This is the catacomb of my Coven. We hold our yearly rituals and meetings in these chambers and hide in here if necessary. This is also where we bury our dead.”

“Coven?” Galla choked.

Alaric noticed through his blurry gaze the stacked recesses along the walls, overflowing with carefully laid out skeletons. The air smelled musty and dank in the dark chamber, filled with the rot of the last one thousand years.

His mate turned toward her half-sister, rage flushing her features. “How dare you,” Julia gritted and pointed her finger at the Princess, who stared back at her, slack-jawed. “How dare the two of you attack me on the street. You killed good men.” Julia swung an arm out and cracked her open palm across Galla’s cheek.

Galla staggered back, her eyes wide, obviously unaware that her sister had been ready to slap her in the face.

“I know all about you now,” his mate hissed. “I know you have a child living in Lyon. How dare you abandon my nephew?”

Galla placed a hand over her cheek. “What are you ranting about? I don’t have a child.”

“You do. Stop lying.”

Galla turned her head and locked eyes with Sonja. “Mother?” she wailed. “Mother, what is she talking about?”

“Oh Galla, if only you weren’t so curious and followed us down here. Curiosity has always been your downfall.”

“What is happening?” Galla shrieked. “What have you done?”

“What have I done? Well, what point is there hiding it any longer? I lied to you,” Sonja said. “You can sense it, can’t you? I’ve been lying to you your whole life, since you were a child.”

“No,” Galla whimpered.

“Yes,” Sonja shouted. “Yes, you’ve been nothing to me. Nothing. I’m tired of hiding it. No more. My husband, you, this…this piece of trash Justinian witch.” She jabbed a finger at Julia. “You’ve all been nothing. My son, my beautiful son, was all I cared about.”

Alaric’s mate blinked with confusion. “What did you call me?”

“Justinian. I called you a Justinian,” Sonja said as if it were a curse word. “I suspected you might turn out to be a witch, considering your mother was a Justinian whore. I’ve known about you since that day you killed Lazarus,” she snorted. “I knew you killed my guard dog. You’re such a novice you didn’t know to hide the magic you left on his body. Idiot.”

Julia’s face paled. “And you knew what I did to Father?”

“Of course I did. You almost killed him. I wish you had, but I was forced to put on a show and act as if I were horrified at how you’d upset him and caused his health to deteriorate.”

Julia looked visibly agitated. “You said I was Justinian, what does that mean?”

“It means you’re my enemy. The only reason I’ve let you live this long is because you were a novice with no contacts within the order. They don’t seem to even know you exist. This made you inconsequential and of little interest to me. But after you almost killed your father, I knew I had to do something. Your magic was out of control and powerful. You banished yourself to the convent, making it harder for me to get to you.”

“You sent me to marry Alaric knowing about my power.”

“Yes, I knew your magic would kill him and therefore the Vandals would kill you. It was a perfect plan. I’d have you dead as well as the Vandal king, all at once. A win-win. But I’ve returned to find you and this creature both alive, which is very disappointing.” Her eyes narrowed. “How is that possible? That is why I’ve brought you here. Tell me what happened, why have you failed in your mission? You were supposed to kill the Vandal.”

“Mother?” Galla barked. “Why do the Vandals think I have a child?”

Sonja growled in her throat. “Because you do have a child. And you don’t even remember. You want answers to your questions? I’ll give you answers. You’ve been my front for the world. I whisper crazy ideas in your ear, you follow through with them and get all the blame and I get to reap the rewards.”

“What?”

Alaric watched as Julia crept away from the two arguing women and darted across the catacomb to his side. “Alaric,” she whispered as she folded to her knees by his side. He jerked against the chains, his consciousness wavering at the agony, but it was to no avail. He’d tried to find a weakness in the wall but there was none. His legs were free, which he would use to his advantage if any of them stepped close, but his arms were secured over his head, his feet lightly resting on the dirt floor. He twisted toward Julia as she lifted her beloved face, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“I can’t shift into my beast,” he snarled. “These chains are made of platinum, this metal inhibits my ability to shift.”

“I’ll protect you,” she whispered. “I’ll keep you safe.”

His eyes collided with hers. She would keep him safe? He growled. Hell, no. That older human would kill her first.

The crazy female continued to rant as if the rest of them didn’t exist. “Before you brought those damn Goths on our heads,” she thundered at Julia’s sister, “I was about to implement my plan. I was going to poison and kill Honorious, causing Arcadia to take the throne. I always wanted to advise Arcadia, but your father was in my way. With your father dead Arcadia would have been my puppet too, listening to only me and even more suggestible than you. My son loved me and would learn to do everything I told him, and if he didn’t I’d use my power to convince him otherwise. All witches are born with a single spell they can implement at will. Only that one spell, and nothing more. Mine is the power of suggestibility. I tell others what to do and they do it, they follow me around and provide for my every whim. The one weakness in my magic is that occasionally it doesn’t work on everyone. It didn’t work against Honorious, Theodosius, Julia, either of my parents and a few members of the Senate and generals. But most people are highly suggestible.

“This isn’t true. Why are you telling me these lies? It’s as if you don’t care that your husband is dead.”

Sonja lifted her chin. “I don’t care. Who do you think planted the idea in your head that you should single-handedly campaign to your father and your brother that they should work with the Goths? I told you to do that. I knew the Goths would turn on your father in an instant, that was the plan.”

“But telling me to talk them into trusting the Goths got your son killed.”

“Yes, that was a mistake. Your brother was supposed to be on his way to Milan when the battle began, and he refused to leave your father, no matter what I suggested.”

“Did Arcadia know you were a witch?”

“No one has ever known. I couldn’t trust either of you with it. In the end your brother chose your father over me.” Her jaw tightened. “So be it.”

Galla dropped to her knees and placed her hands over her ears. Her shoulders shook as she sobbed; her body vibrated with her torment. “This isn’t true. None of it is true.”

“It is the truth, Galla. For once I’m finally telling you the truth and you need to listen carefully. Listen to me,” Sonja let out a sigh of exasperation, “you’re worthless. The women in my line have had magic for centuries. You come from a great line of powerful Coven witches. Despite the desecration of our kind, they still survived. All of them are born with different gifts. I waited years for you to come into your power, but there has been nothing. I couldn’t bring you into the secret until your power was revealed, and it never evolved. A daughter without a power? Who ever heard of such a thing? My mother would have turned over in her grave. The others in the Coven have mocked me for the last decade. It is intolerable.”

“Where is my baby?” Galla screamed. “What did you do with him?”

“Oh yes, your child,” Sonja continued. “The one thing you did without my permission. The one time you get out of my reach and I didn’t have my eyes on you, you spread your legs for a disgusting Vandal.”

Brennus? Were they speaking of Brennus and his nephew?

Galla’s face was pale. She was panting in short breaths. “A Vandal?” she choked.

“Yes, a Vandal. What were you, drunk? How could you not know the man you were sleeping with was one of those creatures? You let it bite you in the neck and mark you as his. That’s how he was able to get you pregnant.”

“I…I…it is hard for me to remember.”

“You don’t even remember his name, do you?” the witch laughed. “The father of your child is a Vandal named Brennus. And yes, I lied to you. I immediately made you forget about him and that you birthed a halfling and later I told you your child was born dead. But it wasn’t. And then I made you forget that too.”

Next to him, Julia let out a gasp of surprise. “Galla…Oh Galla, I’m so sorry,” she cried out to her sister. “You didn’t know. It’s not your fault. She tricked you.”

Sonja spun around. “Shut up, you fool. You know nothing about this. The only thing that saved that child’s life was that it was born a boy. If it had been a girl I would have killed it at first sight. The last thing I needed was another female in my line without magic. But I needed another male child, a spare. Males are much more susceptible to my magic than women are, especially males of my own bloodline. As susceptible as Alaric’s spymaster, Idris. He was easy to persuade to do my bidding. And this halfling I wanted all to myself. To raise it as I saw fit, to become my very own special puppet.”

Idris? A part of Alaric’s mind cleared, allowing all of the disturbing memories to come sweeping back in. He remembered Idris apologizing to him, then his betrayal. Only Idris would have the power to take him unaware.

“Where is my baby?” Galla shrieked.

“He’s with my Coven,” Sonja smirked. “Don’t bother trying to find them, you never will. You’ll be dead anyway.”

And then the ground shook.











Chapter 23





Her sister stood unwavering in the shifting catacombs, both hands fisted at her sides, her eyes glowing with unholy light.

“You are not taking my child from me,” Galla pronounced, her voice vibrating with power. “I will get him back.”

Julia didn’t recognize this version of Galla, the woman fighting for her child, but she liked what she saw. She turned and shouted in her husband’s ear as the ground continued to shake. “Don’t worry, Galla will fix this for us. You don’t mess with a woman’s child.”

“Your sister is causing the ground to shake?”

For some reason Julia knew it was Galla doing this. “Yes, it’s a manifestation of the explosion of her power.”

“What power?”

“I don’t know how it works exactly, but she has magic too and between her power and mine, we will keep you safe.”

“This is laughable,” Sonja shouted. “I’ve called my Coven out from hiding in all the corners of the world. Your brother and father are gone. Theodosius is not retaking the city, so I came back to retake it myself. The Coven will help me. Now I’m going to be the real Queen I always wanted to be. No more pretending to be something I’m not, manipulating others to do my bidding. Yorma will be a city of black magic. The Coven will be in charge and I will be their Queen. The moment I kill the three of you, this city becomes mine. This is our chance, a time for the Coven to come together and rule the world.”

“She’s crazy,” Julia whispered.

“I have to stop her,” Alaric said, straining against the chains.

Julia scanned the area. Alaric was chained to the wall, looking like he’d recently survived a brutal torture session, and unable to shift. Jasta had stumbled and fallen against the wall during the quake and was passed out cold on the floor. There were guards lining the walls of the catacombs, waiting patiently for Sonja’s direction, and more crowding the doorway. Who knew how many were out in the hall?

Her magic had been with her the whole time, swelling within and targeting Sonja’s heart, but the witch was slippery. This wasn’t the same as when she’d stopped the hearts of others who were unaware. Sonja was a being of unimaginable power, and the way into her heart was loaded with dead ends and bypasses. And there were the many soldiers. She could only concentrate and kill one person at a time. Her magic was intimate and emotional. Good for secret assassinations, not for battle.

Their situation was again sounding hopeless.

And then Galla darted around Sonja to stand beside Alaric. Her chest rose and fell with panicked breaths. Indecision flickered in Galla’s eyes before she looked back at Sonja. “Let them go, Mother. Let them go and I won’t hurt you.”

Sonja laughed, surprise etched across her features. “What are you talking about? You have nothing to barter or threaten me with. You have no powers. That was an earthquake. A small one at that. All of you are about to die. Guards!”

Galla crouched before them. She locked her determined gaze with Julia’s. “I’ve always had this power, but I’ve kept it secret, trapped inside. I was embarrassed and ashamed of it. I’ve never told anyone about it and I’ve never tried giving it to another. But I think this will work. Please forgive me if it doesn’t. It’s our only chance.”

“What? What will—”

“Both of you, promise me one thing,” Galla interrupted.

“What?” Julia asked.

“Make sure you kill that bitch.”

Julia’s jaw clenched. She nodded grimly.

“Do it,” Alaric commanded. “Whatever your plan is, do it now.”

Galla reached up and grabbed one of Alaric’s chained claws. Light flashed from that point of contact, his hand joined with Galla’s. A soft glow played over his grey skin and increased to encompass his whole body; a power that lit from within. Julia watched in amazement as the Alaric hunkered down before her visibly began to grow and shift, his fists bunched into balls of granite, his torso becoming impossibly wide. She could see the lengthening of his arms, the bulking of his frame, the stretching and cracking of his face into a snout. He easily broke free from his chains and fully shifted into his battle-beast. But this battle-beast was easily twice the size of his normal beast. His back shook and his row of red-tipped spines clicked as he laughed, a mighty bellow that reverberated through the catacombs. He lifted his horned head and bared his dagger-length fangs. Julia’s eyes grew large, she gasped and scooted back. He stood up on his hind legs, to his new full height, his head brushing the top of the chamber. He snapped the chains that were dangling off his arms, plucking them off as if they were toys.

He lifted his claws and took a deep breath. “This…this will work,” he thundered.

Julia gaped at her husband. He was miraculous.

Galla took a few shaky steps back, her face pale. Then she fainted, sinking to the ground in a pool of blue silk gown.

“Help Galla,” her husband ordered. “Stay here,” he boomed. Julia nodded helplessly, in awe of what Alaric had become. He stomped past her, his footfalls echoing in the chamber.

“Stop!” Sonja shrieked, looking both pale and nervous. Alaric was as tall as the ceiling and bearing straight for her. “Stop!” she ordered again with a voice that held a hint of persuasive magic. “You take orders from me.”

“I take orders from no one,” Alaric snarled in perfect Latin. “Your magic doesn’t affect me. I am not of this world, human magic doesn’t work on Vandals.”

What? What had he said?

“Guards!” Sonja shrieked.

Sonja’s mercenaries moved cautiously against Alaric, blocking him before he could reach the Queen. Three other men moved to flank him. They eyed Alaric, wary of this enlarged battle-beast. All of them held swords in one hand and a knife in the other. Despite his size, it was ten soldiers against one battle-beast and Alaric wasn’t armed. A lump formed in Julia’s throat as she watched, unable to help. Even if she killed one of them with her magic, that still left nine soldiers and more in the chamber and Queen Sonja to lead the others.

The first guard roared a challenge and swung his sword. Alaric’s silver eyes gleamed with the light of a flint striking stone. He caught his opponent’s blade with his bare claw before it could reach his chest and yanked it out of the soldier’s grip. The man yelped in surprise. The blade flashed in the flickering torchlight as Alaric placed the hilt in his own hand, swinging it with a powerful arc, slashing at his enemy. All ten guards retreated a few steps, confused by this change of events. Alaric’s newly acquired blade whistled and neatly sliced the first guard’s throat—the soldier who had initially threatened Julia and Jasta in the carriage, the man who’d killed her personal guard—blood flowed freely from the wound that divided his neck from his head. As he dropped to the ground, three other men attacked, in a fight for their lives. Alaric easily dispatched them all, using his boot to shove the last man off the blade he had run through the soldier’s chest.

There was quiet in the catacomb for a heartbeat, long enough for Julia to hear the rasping of Sonja’s breath and the beat of her heart, and then more and more soldiers swarmed into the chamber like a pack of raging bulls.

“Oh no,” Julia gasped.

“Kill him!” Sonja shrieked. “Kill the Vandal king. Keep coming, there’s more of you than him. You can take him!”

Oh hell. These were gladiators, and they reinforced the Yorman guards lined against the wall and challenged Alaric at once. Using the sword he’d taken from the first guard, and a second he picked up off a dead soldier, Alaric charged into the fray and began swinging both blades simultaneously, cutting limbs off his opponents. Blood sprayed over Alaric’s claws. Each movement, each step he took was both determined and brutal. The grunting of wounded men and the ringing of metal clashing against metal echoed throughout the chamber.

In the midst of the chaos, Julia heard a noise and noticed Sonja creeping, positioning herself toward Alaric’s back with a deadly knife in her hand.

Julia bared her teeth like an animal. Her magic only worked in close proximity. She left Galla and rushed behind Sonja and tested her magic link, making certain she still held the beat of Sonja’s heart in her hand.

Alaric threw a soldier against the wall of the catacomb. The gladiator bounced off the stone like a broken doll, a pile of ancient skeletons falling with him. She couldn’t believe Alaric’s might; he seemed to have the strength of one hundred men. What had Galla given him? And how long would it last? He looked to be winning the battle, but then a group of gladiators formed a semi-circle around him, coordinating their attack.

Sonja drew close behind him and lifted her blade. Alaric had no idea that his foes were flanking him.

“No!” Julia screamed. She grabbed a dropped blade off the ground.

Sonja glanced back at Julia and sneered. “You can’t stop me. You’re more worthless than your sister. The daughter of a Justinian whore. I should’ve killed you years ago.”

“I’m not going to let you hurt him.”

“Kill yourself,” Sonja ordered, her voice sharp and hard, filled with black magic.

The blade that was still in Julia’s hand lifted and turned. She couldn’t stop herself from pointing at her own chest, directly at her own pounding heart. She tried to make her muscles react, to move her arm down, but it was useless. Her own body was betraying her, following Sonja’s orders. How was this possible? Hadn’t Sonja said her magic was useless against her? But the point of the blade moved closer and closer. Sweat beaded down her forehead and ran in a rivulet between her breasts. Terror. Fear. Every feeling flooded her body as she fought for her life. The knife was close, the point pricking her skin.

Julia’s desperate gaze darted back to Sonja. The witch looked as pained as she did, her face red, her eyes strained, her body trembling with effort. She was using all of her concentration to force her black magic against Julia…and it was slipping.

A wounded gladiator crashed against Sonja, knocking her to the ground. That was all it took to break the spell. Julia was free, Sonja’s concentration broken.

But the witch leapt up with a scream, her blade held high. She rushed for Alaric’s back.

Time seemed to stop, leaving calm calculation. This was similar to the moment when she saved Skylar. The only one who saw this horrible event was her and only she could stop it. Julia needed to save Alaric. There was no one else. Her rage burned brighter than a thousand suns. She shoved Sonja with both hands, causing her to stumble.

Sonja shrieked and twisted, sweeping her blade back up at Julia. It cut Julia in the arm, a burning sensation tearing across her skin. Julia lost her position and Sonja gained purchase and started to stand. At that moment Julia gathered her magic from a well deep inside and pushed it out in one hot gust. She felt Sonja’s heart, watched it thump for desperate seconds, watched it take its last dying beats, and she squeezed it, stopping the heart cold.

Sonja gurgled and clawed at her chest, falling to the ground. Her eyes bulged, her face turned pale and her purple robe spilled out like ink. The Coven witch took a few last gasping breaths, then lay still, her eyes open and unfocused.

A sickening feeling wedged in the pit of Julia’s stomach. She stared at what she’d done, realizing she’d again killed someone.

The room was curiously quiet. She glanced up to see her husband standing near the entrance to the catacomb with piles of dead soldier bodies on the ground around him. Some of the men were wounded and groaning softly but most lay silent. Alaric’s snout was taking in great gulps of air, his mighty chest heaving with the effort. He held a sword gripped in each claw, his furred body dripping with blood, his eyes scanning the area with heated intensity for more enemies to defeat. He threw his head back and bellowed with rage, his neck corded, veins bulging along his hairy arms. She couldn’t believe how many soldiers he’d crushed. Blood ran in rivulets down his silver-haired chest. She noticed with each gasp of his breath he seemed to be shrinking slowly back to his normal Vandal-form height and weight. His body glowed again with the effort. The same magic that had given him the power to kill a hundred men was now taking it away.

“Alaric?”

He met her gaze, his silver eyes wild and unfocused. His breath slowed and he lowered his swords as the magic dissipated.

“You did it,” she whispered. “It’s done.”

He nodded curtly, then his eyes rolled into the back of his head and he fell in a heap on the floor.

 

Brennus and Theron found them in the catacombs.

Pounding feet echoed in the corridor and two battle-beasts came rushing inside with an army of Vandals in tow. It was Brennus first, with Theron right behind him.

They stopped at the opening, took in the quiet destruction, and shifted into their Vandal-forms. They began picking their way over the wounded and the bodies. She watched as the Vandals slowly ascertained there wasn’t anyone left to fight, and that Alaric was alive but out cold.

They checked on her next.

“I’m okay,” she told them.

A grim-faced Theron found Jasta and scooped her into his arms and carefully carried her out of the catacombs.

Brennus fell to his knees before Galla and let out a thundering roar of anguish.

“She’s alive and unhurt,” Julia reassured him. “She just passed out in exhaustion after she saved us all.”

His wet eyes met hers, filled with torment. “I’ve been searching for her for over a year.”

“I know. And now you’ve found her. And Brennus, you are the father of Galla’s child.”

His jaw tightened.

“It wasn’t Galla’s fault. Sonja stole your baby from the both of you. She used her magic to trick Galla into leaving you and then she kept the two of you apart. And Brennus—” She placed a hand on his forearm. “She’d convinced Galla that the son she bore died at childbirth. And then she used her magic to make Galla forget about her own baby, and about you. Sonja took him and gave him to her Coven. Galla didn’t know her son was alive and that you were the father. It wasn’t her fault. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. Your baby is out there somewhere, being raised by the Coven.”

Brennus threw back his head and howled with rage.

“Brennus? Brennus, listen to me. When Galla woke from Sonja’s spell and realized what was happening, she was so angry that she went through her transition and fully came into her magic. She found out her mother had been deceiving her all these years, keeping her from you, and that she was going to kill her and me, and that she’d taken her child…well, she began to glow, filling with magic. She touched Alaric’s claw and transferred her power to him and he grew stronger than a hundred Vandals and he did this…” She swept her hand out at the quiet battlefield aftermath, the tangle of bodies lying on the catacomb floor. “Afterwards she passed out. This must be why her mother never thought Galla had any power, because it was different, not for her use but a strength to be given away. It must be temporary because Alaric used it for a short while, then he passed out too.”

She glanced at her husband who was on the ground right next to her. He’d saved her life, and Jasta’s and Galla’s. Julia placed her hand on the comforting rise and fall of his chest. “When Galla awakens she’ll want to find her son,” she told Brennus.

“Then we will search together.”

Julia watched as the imposing Vandal gently lifted her sister into his arms and carried her away.

“Julia?”

She looked up to see Velron, Kristen’s husband, standing there.

“Hi.”

“Julia, you’re bleeding,” he said gently. “We need to see that tended to.”

She glanced down, surprised to find blood dripping down her right arm and onto the floor. She’d completely forgotten about that cut. The wound was open, a large gash, and much, much worse than she’d originally thought.

“Oh my,” she gasped.

And then her world grew dark and she passed out too.
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Julia woke up to unrelenting pain. Her arm hurt. Her muscles ached. And scariest of all, her stomach lurched, ready to expel anything inside. She sat up, gasping for breath and leaned over, gagging. A gentle hand steadied her, pulling her hair from her face. A chamber pot was placed under her chin just in time. She threw up immediately, a disgusting hot mess shooting from her throat and splashing into the bowl. Ugh. Afterwards, someone handed her a cup of water. She gulped it down, grateful for the drink.

She thought back to the two other times earlier in the week when she’d also randomly thrown up. Dammit, she must be sick as well as hurt.

Her eyes fluttered open, expecting to see Thera or Jasta by her side and instead she came into contact with silver eyes and gray abs. She gasped and straightened. “Alaric?” He’d held her chamber pot while she’d thrown up? She groaned, ready to expire from embarrassment.

“Do you feel better? Are you hungry?”

“I…I…” she croaked. Her eyes scanned the room. They were in their suite at the palace. Alone. The last she remembered they’d been in the catacombs, with Alaric passed out on the ground next to her.

“Here, drink this. It’s for the pain. Willow bark with honey. You are healing faster than a normal human because you have my Vandal-blood as my mate. But still, you need time to recover. The healer said for you to drink this when you woke up. Can you keep it down?”

She winced, knowing that despite the honey it would taste terrible, but she accepted the cup from him anyway and drank every drop, needing something to relieve the ache in her bandaged right arm.

“What time is it? How long was I asleep?” she asked.

“It’s the next morning. Velron carried you out of there and brought you back to the palace. Your human healers tended to our wounds, then we slept all night.”

“What about your wounds? Are you okay?”

“I have no wounds.”

“None?” Her brow furrowed. He looked surprisingly fit and healthy for a male who’d been flat on his back yesterday after battling an army of bloodthirsty Gladiators.

“Galla’s magic was short-lived and when it ended, I collapsed into a healing sleep. I slept there in my battle-beast form on the floor next to you. Normally, I’d have to sleep much longer to heal from the wounds I had, maybe a whole week. But your sister’s magic also caused me to heal faster. Now we know what her magic is, but we also know that it needs to be used sparingly and only under the right circumstances. When she transfers the power, it depletes her and causes her to pass out. If she’s going to use it, she has to be wary. She needs to be protected.”

“Where is Galla?” Julia asked as Alaric helped her to sit up, propping pillows behind her back.

“She’s with Brennus. He’s tending to her.” He placed another pillow carefully under her bandaged right arm.

“Aah.” Julia crooked an eyebrow at him as he walked around the bed to the other side. “He’s tending to her? I wish I could be a fly on the wall in that room.”

“I don’t. I want to stay in this room, with you.”

He sat next to her and propped his back against the headboard, his legs stretched out and next to hers. She was happy to see she was dressed in her favorite, comfy nightgown. Alaric was wearing loose, dark pajama pants and nothing else. She glanced down at his impossibly large, rough feet with the pointy black toenails and smiled indulgently. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her in close.

She winced.

“Are you in pain?” he asked.

She nodded and snuggled into his warmth. The hurt subsided and resumed its usual dull pounding ache. It was good to be with him. She rested into the crook of his arm and turned her face into his chest, inhaling his lovely, manly scent. Immediately, she felt better. “Mmm…you took a bath.”

“Yes,” he chuckled. “While you slept. You should be thankful.”

“I am.”

They were both quiet for a moment. She relived everything that had happened yesterday. The kidnapping, Alaric in chains, Galla’s revelations…Alaric’s stunning show of strength, and Sonja’s death. “Alaric,” she whispered.

“Hmm?” His hand played with strands of her hair.

“It’s over, isn’t it? It’s all over. We don’t have to worry anymore, do we? Did you hear what Sonja told Galla? They weren’t able to get Theodosius to send an army. He isn’t coming to retake the city. And since Sonja is dead, she isn’t able to bring the Coven here, so I don’t have to fret over Sonja and Galla returning…”

And then her words stumbled to a halt as she dwelled over the notion that this might be real, what she and Alaric had might be a real marriage now.

“What is wrong? Why is there fear in your eyes?”

She licked her lips. “What happens next for us, Alaric?”

“We stay in bed until I’m assured that you’re recovered enough for me to leave your side.”

“What happens after that?”

He kissed her on the forehead. “The months pass as I watch your belly grow large with my offspring.”

“Alaric.” She gave him a sad smile, wishing she could gift him with what they both wanted. “It’s too soon to know.”

“I spoke with Thera this morning, while you slept. She said you’ve vomited in the morning several times this week.”

“Well, yes…but—”

“That is a sign of pregnancy.”

“It’s also a sign of sickness. I’m just sick, that’s all it is.”

“She said you’ve not had your courses since you’ve been with me.”

Her eyes widened, her throat clogging with embarrassment. “You can’t discuss that with her.”

“But is it true?”

“Yes…yes. It’s true. But that doesn’t mean you talk about it with her. And it doesn’t mean I’m pregnant. I’ve been sick like this before.”

She sat up and stared at him intently, realizing they needed to have this serious conversation, right now, before she really did become pregnant.

“What is wrong?” he asked.

“Alaric. Now is your chance. You can divorce me and marry a woman of noble birth, not a bastard, not a—” She stopped herself before she revealed too much. “I…I would release you, Alaric. I would be willing to step aside and go back to the convent.”

He threaded his fingers in her hand. “That is the stupidest thing you’ve ever said. You’re my mate. I think yet again you are choosing to not understand our mating bond.”

“Wh…what? It’s not stupid. It’s logical. You married for political purposes. It isn’t logical to stay married to a bastard.” Or a witch.

“First, stop calling yourself that. Second, I’ve already explained that the day I discovered you weren’t Galla was the best day of my life. You will remain at my side.”

“Why?” she asked. She knew why she would want remain with him to the end of time. Until the last breath left her body. She loved him, she could freely admit that now. She loved every part of his delicious body. Yes, he’d mentioned love, but she still wondered in her heart if he wanted her for the child she could potentially give him more than for herself. She’d always wondered if she was nothing but an heir and added bonus of regular sex.

“Why would I cast aside the mate I marked with my bond who is carrying my offspring? What Vandal would ever do something that stupid?”

“Alaric,” her voice held a hint of irritation. “Stop saying that. I’m not pregnant—”

His hand rose and cupped a breast, his thumb grazing across her nipple through the fabric. She gasped at the shock of pleasure that instantly flooded her pussy. “Are your breasts heavier, are your nipples overly sensitive?”

“Well, yes,” she admitted. Her breasts were sore lately, but what did that matter?

“Julia, you’re carrying our offspring. Next spring we will have a son or daughter.”

“No, I’m… Oh God.” She paused and thought about what he’d said. The clues added together. She hadn’t bled since before she’d lain with Alaric, and her breasts did feel different. The vomiting was morning sickness… Why hadn’t she put this together? She’d been so busy worrying about everything else, she hadn’t seen what was right before her eyes. Warmth bloomed in her chest. Her hand went to her stomach. Her eyes flew up and met his warm gaze.

Alaric grinned. His hand reached out and cupped her face and he gazed at her with such tenderness, she wondered if this man could possibly find it in his heart to love a witch.

A firm knock on the chamber door broke their intimacy.

Alaric exhaled. “Ignore it,” he said.

“King Alaric,” a muffled voice shouted through the portal. “There is a messenger.”

Alaric cursed. He cupped the back of her neck, pulled her forward, and gave her a scorching kiss. He came up for air and said, “As soon as I finish with this, I’m locking the door and fucking you all day and night.”

“Hurry,” she whispered, pushing him away.

Alaric leapt from the bed, strode across the spacious suite and tore the door open. “What do you want?” he bellowed.

Julia could see her sister, Galla, standing in the doorway, her eyes wide and her cheeks pink as she gazed up at the giant, intimidating Vandal with bared fangs who’d just shouted in her face.

“Oh no.” Julia stood up and jerked on her robe and slippers. Luckily, the willow bark was doing its job because her arm was already feeling less stiff.

Brennus stepped up behind Galla, his face a dark cloud of anger. He placed a possessive hand on Galla’s shoulder. “Alaric,” he warned. “You will speak to Galla with respect or you’ll meet the end of my claw.”

“Galla? Is that you?” Julia broke in brightly as she strode toward the door. “Come in, come in,” she said happily. “Sorry, we were…ah, busy, and we didn’t know who was at the door. Alaric, move, let them in. It’s my sister. You remember her, don’t you?” She smiled. “The woman who saved our lives.”

“Sorry,” Alaric mumbled with a sheepish look on his face.

Her sister carefully walked past her husband, and into the suite, wringing her hands nervously. “Thank you, Julia. I’m sorry we barged into your room. I know we should’ve waited until a more formal meeting could be arranged but we have some very important news.”

“What news do you bring?”

“Galla brought an ambassador from the Eastern Empire with her,” Brennus told Alaric, his eyes still narrowed in irritation at his friend. “The both of you have been sequestered in here since last night. We’ve tried to wait you out, but this couldn’t wait any longer.”

Julia noticed then that not only was Brennus entering the room behind Galla, but another man was walking in too behind them, a stranger she’d never seen before. His hair was shorn and his face clean shaven, and he dressed formally in a toga, like a patrician of the highest order.

“King Alaric and Queen Julia,” said the man in a cultured voice. He bowed graciously. “Please let me introduce myself. I am Ambassador Aquinus of Constantinople. I have an urgent message for the both of you from the Emperor Theodosius. I have been entrusted with the sending of two letters, one for Queen Julia, and one separately for His Majesty, the King.”

Julia sucked in a breath. “I don’t understand,” she whispered.

“I’ve brought the ambassador with me, from Theodosious,” repeated Galla.

“Yes. But…” She glanced at Alaric for confirmation. He nodded, his face both grim and determined. She locked eyes again with Galla. “I thought Sonja said you weren’t able to get a response from the Emperor.”

“No, that’s not true,” Galla replied. “The former Queen, my mother”—she winced—“left when it became apparent an army wouldn’t be sent. Sonja returned two weeks ago to hide out nearby and make her plans, but I only returned two days ago, with Ambassador Aquinus.”

“But why would the Emperor have a message for me? How does he know who I am?”

“Queen Julia.” Aquinus bowed again. “May I interrupt? I am Minister of Foreign Affairs to his majesty, the Emperor. His Majesty has written a letter he wants me to hand deliver to you. His messages might explain everything.”

He handed her a scroll.

Julia glanced up anxiously at Alaric. He nodded with encouragement. “Read it. And if you want, read it out loud so we can all hear.”











Chapter 25





Dear Julia,

I am disappointed to not meet you in person, my dear. Your father kept you in the dark all these years, not telling you the truth in order to shelter you. He and I disagreed on this, but I had to bend with his wishes. But now that he has passed away, you must know the truth. Your mother was my daughter. Therefore, you are my granddaughter.

Your mother was the child I had out of wedlock. I have two sons and no daughters from my formal marriage. Your mother was my only living daughter and after her mother died, I raised her myself. Helena caught your father’s eye when he came to my court for negotiations. They fell in love and he took her back with him to the western court. He was already in a loveless marriage to Queen Sonja. I allowed Helena’s wishes because Honorious vowed to keep her as a treasured mistress. As you know, your mother, my daughter, died in childbirth. I demanded your return so I could raise you as my ward. But your father didn’t want to lose you, he wanted you close, declaring you would be raised near him despite his Queen’s tantrums.

Now you know the truth. You have the bloodlines of two of the most illustrious houses in the empire flowing through your veins.

Your sister and the ambassador will tell you the devastating news that a plague is ravaging the Eastern Empire and is closing in on Constantinople. I am retreating to my country estate. All ports are closed, the gates are closed, no trade is allowed. I do not know when we will recover to retake Yorma. But know this—if you are unhappy, you need only tell my ambassador. Send word. I WILL come and rescue you. You do not need to stay married to a Vandal. Galla told me of her ill-conceived plan. I believe that Honorious was right, the Vandals are honorable and I am willing to give this Alaric a chance to prove his worth while I deal with the plague. But, granddaughter—the daughter of Honorious, no matter legitimate or not, does not need to remain married to a Vandal if she doesn’t want to. If you stay in Yorma, it will be because you choose to.

Please allow an old man another chance to know his granddaughter. I have two legitimate sons and several grandchildren, all of whom are stationed in other parts of the Empire as my eyes and ears in distant locations. I would enjoy having you close. Please consider yourself my granddaughter, a cherished member of my family.

If you choose to stay in Yorma, keep in contact with me. I would know of Alaric’s reign and his treatment of you. He has his own letter that the ambassador is hand delivering to him letting him know of my rules. If this Vandal ruins the former capital of the Western Empire or hurts its favored daughter, I will personally come to the gates and see him beheaded.

Sincerely,

Theodosius

 

Julia finished reading it out loud then glanced over to see that Alaric had started reading his own scroll. He finished and glanced up at her. “Well?” she asked him. “What do you think?”

That elusive, rare curving of the lips lit his face and reached his eyes, causing them to sparkle—that look he only gave to her, and no one else. “I’m a lucky Vandal to have such an illustrious mate.”

She chuckled. “Illustrious?” It was so silly.

The ambassador cleared his throat and glanced furtively at Alaric. Sweat beaded on his forehead. “Your…Your Majesty, Queen Julia. I have been instructed to ask whether you need my assistance in securing your safe return to Constantinople.”

Alaric growled and bared his fangs.

Julia grinned. Her husband looked perfectly frightening.

The ambassador took a step back and bumped into Galla. Brennus reached out a hand to steady the man.

Julia laughed. “Thank you. Thank you for asking, Ambassador Aquinus, but I am staying here, with my husband. Please let the Emperor know that I am safe and well taken care of. I would be happy to stay in contact with him and possibly meet him in the future. I’ll write a long letter for you to take before you leave sending him my fondest regards.”

“This is surprising news,” Brennus exclaimed. “Galla, did you know that Julia was the Emperor’s granddaughter?”

“No.” Galla shook her head, tears in her eyes. She smiled tremulously. “I did not know, but I suspected something because Theodosius seemed unusually concerned with Julia’s safety.”

“It’s good this was resolved before we left,” Brennus said.

“Left? When are you leaving?” Alaric asked.

“Tomorrow,” Brennus answered, taking Galla’s hand in his. “We are leaving together to find our son.”

“Yes. We’re leaving as soon as possible,” Galla explained to Julia. “But before I go I need to…I…Julia, can I please speak to you…alone? Please?”

Julia nodded. She really wanted to speak to her sister too. After yesterday’s revelations there was much for them to talk about. But she didn’t know how to politely get rid of the three men who were also in the room staring at them. There was so much happening at once today, and this was on top of everything that had happened the day before.

Theodosious was her grandfather?

She was pregnant?

It was too much. And she hadn’t had a cup of tea yet.

Alaric glanced at his friend. “Brennus, has the ambassador been given a room and a meal yet? A tour of the palace?”

Brennus grinned. “I don’t believe he has.”

“Oh, no need to worry about me, Your Majesty. I’m perfectly well.” The ambassador sputtered, raising a hand. “I am staying at the ship in port—”

Brennus turned and threw open the door. “Thera!” he yelled.

“Yes, sire,” Thera squeaked from underneath him, wide-eyed and pale, looking exactly like a servant caught eavesdropping.

Brennus looked down at her. “Oh…good. You’re here. We need a meal and a room in the palace for the ambassador.”

The ambassador’s eyes grew large and his face reddened. Julia felt a trace of guilt. The poor man had obviously wanted to deliver his missives and return to his ship in time to make the tide and leave as soon as possible. Now he might have to stay overnight in the palace, with—oh no, the agony!—uncivilized creatures from beyond the stars.

Alaric turned his head and winked at Julia. “Take as much time as you need with your sister. I’ll see to the comfort of Ambassador Aquinus.”

She nodded and grinned back, watching as Alaric placed a claw on the protesting ambassador’s shoulder and guided him into the hallway.

“You not only talk and smile, but you wink now, too?” she heard Brennus ask Alaric as they walked away. “Who are you?”

The door shut behind the Vandals and the silence in the room was suddenly deafening.

“Julia.”

She turned and met Galla’s nervous gaze and understood exactly how she felt. They’d both learned so much. It shed a new light on their whole childhood, their whole life.

Galla took a step forward. “First, I need to apologize to you for everything I’ve ever done our whole lives. For all the times I left you alone, for all the hurtful things I’ve said to you and about you over the years.” Her voice cracked. “It’s been running through my head since the moment I woke up from her spell. You have to know it wasn’t me, Julia. She had me under her control. I can feel it now that she’s gone. Like a heavy cloak has been lifted off me. For the first time in my life I feel free. I feel myself.”

Julia also took a step closer. Galla’s heartfelt apology washed over her like refreshing spring water. No one had ever apologized to her before, or even noticed that she’d been neglected. Not even her father. “Of course I forgive you. I feel terrible for you, Galla. Your mother used you all these years…you’ve had no free will.”

Galla grabbed Julia’s hands in hers, squeezing tight, her face wet with tears. “She made me forget about Brennus, Julia. She made me forget about giving birth to my own child. She took my baby from me. I don’t know where he is, or if he’s safe. I don’t know what he looks like.” She started sobbing. “I’m trying to stay strong for Brennus and I think he’s trying to stay strong for me, not wanting to act too upset for fear I’ll fall apart, but this has to be killing him inside. I still don’t remember everything, but I remember enough.”

“Oh Galla, come and sit with me. Let’s talk.” She guided her sister to the nearby table so they could sit in chairs side-by-side. “Tell me, are you and Brennus in love?”

“Love?” Galla shook her head. “I don’t know. I think he just wants to find his child. How could he not despise me? I left him. I kept our child a secret from him and gave our baby away.”

“Galla, your mother did all of those things, not you.”

“The result is the same. It’s my fault for not protecting our child. Brennus is an honorable man.” Her sister paused and took a deep breath and used the back of her hand to wipe her tears. “He will help me to find our child. That is all I expect from him.”

“Galla, I was there when he found you in the catacomb. It was obvious to me how much he cares for you. I think you’re his mate. In his species he can only have offspring with his truemate. Did he bite you?”

Galla pursed her lips and turned her head. “Yes, his mark is on my neck. But I gave away our baby. I didn’t protect our child. Because of me, our son is lost. I cannot, I do not, expect him to forgive that.”

Julia sighed and reached out and held her sister’s hand. They remained quiet like that for a few moments and then Julia changed the subject. “Where are you going when you leave tomorrow? Do you have an idea where to start?”

“Idris, Alaric’s spymaster, said that our child was in Lyon. Although, after Idris’s betrayal, we don’t know if this information is still good, or a diversion, but we have nothing else to go on, so we’ll start there first.”

It hurt Julia to again hear of Idris’s betrayal. It made no sense. No sense at all. There had to be an explanation. “Be careful, that Coven will not easily give up your son, and whatever happened to Idris might fall back on you and Brennus.”

“Yes, but I have to find my baby immediately, Julia. I cannot go on without looking for him. I can’t believe I was numb to all this before, that I was walking around without remembering that I’d given birth to a child. I can’t believe Sonja could make me forget that.”

“Sonja wasn’t well, Galla. You have to see that now. Maybe when she was younger, when she first married our father, she was different. I think her power corrupted her. She could have someone do her bidding, maybe tell herself she’d never do it again, then she’d find another reason to bend someone to her will. And then suddenly she’s doing it all the time, it’s so easy, no one knows. Then she has a daughter she can manipulate. It’s too much power. She told us her powers didn’t work with everyone. It didn’t work well on me, it didn’t work on Alaric, or our father, but having the ability to manipulate you and anyone else she found her suggestions worked on…that must’ve been too tempting for her.”

“None of those actions were mine,” Galla cried. “But everyone in the court, everyone who knows me, thinks all of those actions were my own. Julia, you wouldn’t believe all of the terrible things Mother forced me to do.” Tears ran down Galla’s cheeks. Her eyes were red with torment.

Oh, Julia could believe. She’d heard the stories. And her heart ached for her sister. “I don’t envy you, going out there, trying to convince people you are different now.”

“Everyone’s going to look at me with hatred and distrust.”

Julia pulled back and gripped Galla by the shoulder and looked her in the eyes. “I don’t,” she said. “And neither does Alaric…or Brennus. We know the real you.” Neither Brennus or Alaric looked at Galla with mistrust, and they both knew Galla was a witch. Wait. Why hadn’t her husband thrown Galla in the dungeon?

A ray of sunshine entered her heart. A tiny seed of hope.

“I’ve been manipulated for so long, I don’t even know who I am.”

“Oh Galla.”

“It’s embarrassing to be twenty-two years old and find out that you haven’t led a real life, that you’ve been nothing more than a puppet.”

“No, it would be more embarrassing to realize you’ve been a bitch all these years because that’s what you really are—a bitch. It’s better to realize you have a kind heart. At least now you have the opportunity to show it.”

“I’m not really a bitch, my mother made me that way?”

“Yes.” Julia chuckled. “Exactly.”

“Oh, Julia.” Galla took a deep breath. “Can we be real sisters? Friends? I could use a friend.”

“Yes, I would love that.”

Galla crooked an eyebrow. “And apparently we’re both witches. I know that it was you that stopped Sonja’s heart. And if you’re a Justinian, whatever that means, I want to be one too.”

Tears formed in Julia’s eyes. “I don’t know what it means either, but we’ll learn together. If Sonja hated the Justinian witches, they must be good. I’ve had this secret for so long, with no one to tell, no one to talk to about it. And I’ve always wanted family, but never had any.”

“I had family, but never was able to appreciate them. I feel like my past is a half-remembered dream, but now I’m awake. I can’t believe I didn’t know what she was doing.”

“I grew up with her around. I never saw it either, Galla. She was always so calm and pleasant. I never saw her angry or vengeful. But I thought of you as my evil sister, the wild daughter Sonja and father had to put up with. All that time, it was her, telling you what to do.”

Galla looked like she was going to cry again.

“I’m sorry, Galla. Let’s stop talking of this and look to the future instead.”

Galla took a deep breath. “My future consists of leaving to find my child. That’s all I can think of.”

“I understand.” Julia’s hand went to her stomach. She gave her sister a shaky smile. “I might be with child too.”

Galla gasped. “Already?” she grinned. “Alaric is fast.”

“He’s determined.”

They both laughed. Julia rested her sore arm on the table. “I’m going to call for some tea,” she said. “Would you like to share some with me? Can you stay and talk more before you leave?”

Galla leaned forward and grabbed her hand, meeting her gaze with one of affection and tenderness. “I would love nothing more than to talk to my sister.”

They hugged and tears welled in Julia’s eyes at the realization she finally had real family and friends to talk to about her magic. She didn’t have to hide this from the people she cared about anymore.

And now what about her husband?











Chapter 26





Julia woke up from her nap acknowledging that her day had been odd. She hadn’t left her bed chamber for the second day in a row. She was still in her nightgown, never having actually dressed. Copious amounts of willow bark had done their job and her arm no longer throbbed. Thankfully, her stomach was settled, and she didn’t feel like vomiting. In fact, she woke up quite refreshed.

And a hard male body was pressed behind her, a muscular gray arm thrown over her waist and warm breaths at her ear. She smiled.

Alaric.

Having her husband wrapped around her was the best way to wake up.

And she could feel his hard cock against her backside, which was better than any gift she’d ever received.

Could she keep this man, the father of her unborn child? Keep this marriage?

If only she had never been born a witch.

But no, her magic had saved Alaric. She was tired of viewing her magic as a curse she needed to manage. She’d learned to control her magic, and yesterday, for the second time, or really the third time in her life, she’d used her powers for good. Not all witches were bad. Their magic did not have to be black. Maybe the other Justinians could teach her the good side of magic? Sonja and her crazy Coven were the reason people had risen to take witches down in the first place. They were exactly why magic had been outlawed. But Julia knew she and Galla were different. Just because a female was born a witch did not immediately make her evil and something to be feared and killed.

Julia had always done her best to live a peaceful life. She tried to understand her magic in order to protect others. She was a normal girl, just like any other. All she wanted was to be loved. And understood. Despite her magic.

“Are you awake?” Alaric rumbled.

“Yes.”

His hand moved down the fabric of her nightgown to rest on her lower stomach. She smiled and placed her hand over his and they rested, quiet.

“Your sister and Brennus have left to start their quest to find our nephew.”

She nodded, expecting this. “My sister…the witch,” she offered, deciding to test the waters.

“Your sister, the witch,” he agreed.

They were both quiet.

She tried again. “My sister, the witch, who had magic that is clearly against the law. It is your duty to throw her in the dungeon and have her executed.”

“Hmm…but your sister, the witch, saved my life.”

Relief washed through her. “Yes, she did.”

“And…because none of the Vandals can be affected by human magic…”

Julia flipped over onto her back and turned her head to meet his gaze. “Is this really true? You can’t be affected by magic?”

“Yes.” He looked down at her with warmth in his eyes. “None of us can, because we are not of your species.”

Her brow crinkled. “But Sonja said she used her magic to persuade Idris to turn on you.”

“That was a lie, or she didn’t know the real reason for his betrayal. He must have been pretending to do her bidding. There must have been a reason. He apologized to me before he knocked me out, telling me there was no other way. Theron is already organizing a scouting party to search for Idris.”

“Good,” Julia answered. “He really might need your help. The day before the attack Idris came to me while we were in the Senate Hall and asked where my allegiance was. He said he knew Sonja had returned to Yorma and he had his hands full protecting you from outside attacks and he needed my reassurance that I was not your enemy. Of course I told him I wasn’t.”

“You promised to protect me with your magic?”

“Yes, I said I’d protect you. No. No, I said I’d protect you but…wait. Oh!”

Alaric smiled.

She huffed and blew a strand of hair off her face. “How long have you known?”

“You told me in the catacomb yesterday.”

“I did?”

“You said either your power or your sister’s would protect me. And you and Sonja spoke of it at length.”

“Oh.” She’d forgotten about the details from the day before. Alaric knew about her magic and the world hadn’t ended. He was still overjoyed at her pregnancy and the fact that she was his mate.

“And the first night I met you, you tried to kill me.”

She sat up. “I did not!”

He grinned. “You did. I felt your magic trying to invade my chest, trying to wrap around my heart, but I deflected it. You don’t remember because you were upset.”

She slouched. “Oh. I assumed I hadn’t tried.”

“And you tried to kill my best friend.”

“Well, yes, I did do that. But you can see why. I didn’t know who he was, I was trying to protect you.”

“He told me what you had done.”

“Brennus has always known I was a witch too? He knew I tried to kill him when we first met?”

“Yes, and Idris knew too. We all knew.”

Julia swallowed hard.

“What is going through your mind?”

She knew this information should make her ecstatic. But it didn’t. It wasn’t enough. “I, well, I guess I’m grateful I can be myself around you and I don’t have to worry that I will accidentally kill you.”

He snorted. “Yes, this should make you happy.”

“Yes, but…our marriage…”

His hand on her hip tightened. “We are mated, you are staying.”

“But our marriage, it isn’t real, is it?”

“Why do you keep insisting this marriage is a sham? This doesn’t make sense.”

“Because it is,” she shot out, suddenly angry at him, at the circumstance, at the world. “You never mated me knowing who I really was,” she said, pulling out the thing that hurt her the most, the one little fact that tormented her every time she thought of it. “You didn’t even know my name.”

Alaric’s hand trailed down to cup her breasts, his thumb grazing her nipple.

Her breath hitched. “Cheater,” she said. “You know what that does to me.”

He grinned and continued his seduction, placing his mouth over one of her nipples and sucking hard. She moaned.

“I have an idea,” he said calmly, as if he’d not just rocked her world.

“An idea?”

“We will marry again. You’re right, our first ceremony, while valid for my species, wasn’t correct for a human. It was performed under duress and I thought you were Galla. It was a ceremony under proxy. I will order Thera to organize a new human wedding ceremony as soon as possible, so that the world can see this woman I married, Queen Julia. I will introduce you to all the humans on Earth as Julia. I’m tired of hearing everyone call you Galla.”

Tears formed in her eyes. She reached up and cupped his face with both hands. She traced his soft lower lip with her thumb. “Thank you.” she said, her voice rough.

“You’re mine,” he said simply.

“I’m yours,” she agreed.

Her chest constricted at the passion that blazed in his eyes as he looked at her, heavy lidded. Not only passion, but something else, something softer. He continued to meet her gaze. He lifted his hand and ran his claws gently through her hair. “I want you on top,” he said. “I want to watch you fuck me.” He flipped over and lay back. He pulled her nightgown off and Julia climbed on top of him, throwing one leg over his hips and positioning her core over his hard, jutting shaft.

His hands squeezed her hips. “I want you,” he moaned.

She wiggled, just to torture him a bit. Then she bent and whispered in his ear. “Are you still happy that you ended up with the wrong sister?”

“I ended up with the right sister.”

He leaned forward and took one of her nipples in his mouth and started sucking. She groaned and arched her back as a jolt of pleasure went straight to her core. They both wanted sex, but she wasn’t done talking. “It still bothers me, you know, that you requested that virgin sacrifice. It was like you were saying that Galla, or any other woman who you’d requested, was only valuable to you if they were a virgin. And meanwhile, you weren’t a virgin yourself.”

He made a noise in his throat and let go of her nipple. “Her virginity was of no value to me,” he gasped.

“And if Galla’s virginity was of no value to you, why would you go through the bother of that ceremony?”

“You are going to sit naked with my cock at your entrance and debate this with me again?”

“Yes.” She grinned.

His fingers dug into her hips and he pulled her down on his shaft in one swift motion. She cried out, throwing her head back. “Galla’s virginity did not matter to me,” he said hoarsely. “You were a virgin, so therefore you could not be Galla. I was relieved. I’ve already explained to you I did this only because I thought the humans expected it.”

She leaned forward and locked her gaze with his, resting her hands on his shoulders. “You made it seem that women would be killed for not being virgins.”

“We were only trying to perform a human ritual.”

“Well, it was wrong.”

“You know, even when we’re arguing I still love you,” he said. Then he pulled her off of his cock, flipped her over onto her back, spread her legs and positioned his hips between her thighs.

“What…what did you say?” she breathed

“You heard me.”

“Alaric—”

“I love you,” he repeated. He kissed her hard and deep, stealing all her breath away, leaving no room for argument. Then he slid back inside of her and she thought she would die from the pleasure.

But something was still nagging the back of her brain, a thought she needed to voice. She placed both hands on his chest. “Wait, I still need to debate.”

“More?” His breaths were uneven, he looked displeased.

“Yes.”

He reached down and two fingers began rubbing her nub as he stroked his hard shaft inside of her, making it difficult for her to concentrate.

“Before you attacked the Goths and took Yorma, you knew the Eastern Empire was weakened with disease?”

“Of course.” His fingers swirled around as he plunged deep inside of her.

“Oh,” she gasped, lifting her hips for better access, but continued talking, “You’ve known all along that Emperor Theodosius would not be sending an army to retake the city?”

“He has enough problems trying to keep his own half of the empire in order, let alone retaking lost sections. It will take him years to regroup. By then you will have given me an heir, I will have legitimate claim to this city, it will be well known that I’ve brought peace and prosperity and meanwhile I’m certain another general will have already stepped forward to claim himself ruler of what is left of the Western Empire and will declare Milan the capital. And when that happens, I will declare peace with the new Western Emperor and sign treaties.”

“You had it all planned out.” She paused, unable to contain a moan. His thumb was stroking her nub, faster and faster. “Planned out…from…from the moment you attacked the Goths?”

“Without a plan, you plan to fail.”

“I love you,” she gasped.

He leaned forward and kissed her roughly on the lips. “I know.”

“You know?” she panted. “You’ve always known about that too?”

“Yes,” he answered as he continued to stroke his cock into her slick pussy.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his hips, opening herself up to him. “If that’s true, then when did I fall in love with you?”

“When I pledged to remain faithful and stay by your side.”

She laughed with delight. It was true.

“I love you too.” He thrusted into her faster. “I’ll love you and the child you carry until my last breath.”

She lifted her hands and touched him with reverence.

Today she’d received the gift of love, family and also true acceptance.

And none of these she would ever take for granted.

Ever.
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