
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Stolen Princess

    

    




      
        Nikolai Andrew

        Dani Wyatt

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2020

        by Dani Wyatt & Nikolai Andrew

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof

        may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever

        without the express written permission of the publisher

        except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

        This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, businesses, places,

        events and incidents are either the products

        of the author’s imagination

        or used in a fictitious manner.

        Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead,

        is purely coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover Credit Cormar Covers

        Editing Nicci Haydon

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        GET

        FREE exclusive short stories and epilogues!

        No spam!

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      
        
        NEWSLETTER

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Stalkers welcome

      

    

    
      
        1. Sara

      

      
        2. Bors

      

      
        3. Sara

      

      
        4. Bors

      

      
        5. Sara

      

      
        6. Sara

      

      
        7. Bors

      

      
        8. Sara

      

      
        9. Bors

      

      
        10. Sara

      

      
        11. Bors

      

      
        12. Bors

      

      
        13. Sara

      

      
        14. Bors

      

      
        15. Sara

      

      
        16. Bors

      

      
        17. Sara

      

      
        18. Sara

      

    

    
      
        Coming Next From the Fated Royals

      

      
        Like what Nikolai brings to the feast?

      

      
        Other Titles By Dani Wyatt

      

      
        Let’s Stay Connected!

      

      
        About Dani

      

      
        About Nikolai

      

      
        Thank You to Every Reader

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dedicated to

        Everyone who has ever thought…

        I just want to be happy.

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Stalkers welcome

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sordid fun and other dirty shenanigans

        FOLLOW ME ON FACEBOOK

        LET’S BE FRIENDS

        Dani Wyatt on Amazon

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      
        
        Now, let’s get on with the show…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sara

          

        

      

    

    
      The clucking and scratching of the hens outside my window woke me long before dawn. I breathed in the cool air, staring into the darkness, riding out the last of a dream that both puzzled me and left me aroused in a way I’d not known before.

      The image of the dreamy, handsome, dark-haired man drifted still in my half sleepy state, and I fought the urge to run my hand down my body, the way he had done to me in my dream, to tuck my fingers between my thighs and rub away the clutching ache my dream lover had left behind.

      I could almost still feel his warmth.  The shiver as he touched me.  The filthy words he had whispered in my ear that left me aching and my cheeks hot.  I slipped my hand down my nightdress to where the tension tightened in my belly and battled this urge.

      I stopped just above where the pulsing still lingered knowing my own hand could not give me the same tawdry feelings the mysterious man in my dreams had delivered.

      Instead, I forced myself off the threadbare mattress that served as my bed, crossed the chilly darkness of my room in a single stride and lit the stubby remnants of last night’s tallow candle. The oily wick crackled, then settled to a dull glow. The bare slate stones were icy on my feet, and I shivered as I pulled my woolen shawl around my shoulders. It was a patchwork of colors after years of mending, but simple and worn as it was, I cherished it. It was a tapestry of my life, stitched together from what I could find to make something that was beautiful and almost whole.

      Wrapping my arms around my body for warmth, I shuffled quickly out into the kitchen and awakened the smoldering embers in the fireplace with the poker. I added two heavy bricks of peat to the grate, and rubbed my hands in front of the low flames, then swept the errant ash around the hearth back into the glow of the coals.

      Glancing at the neatly stacked pyramid of apple-wood logs to my left, I longed to put just one or two on as well. But I cast that foolish thought from my head. Roaring fires were expensive and were only to be lit when my mother, father, and sister were awake. No matter, my chores would be more than enough to warm me up even as I headed outside into the damp morning.

      From a chipped crock that I kept in the woodshed, with a stone on top to keep out the mice, I took a few handfuls of feed and scattered it around the chicken run. The hens dove for the food, while the cock strutted back and forth along the fence line, waiting for dawn.

      Mornings were my favorite time. The quiet, the calm, the orderly pace of the chores of the day. The way the dew gathered on the papery purple leaves of the thistle. I didn’t have much to myself, but I had my mornings under the wide sky and that was more than a girl like me had any right to ask for.

      Sometimes, I wondered why I was so lowly.  So much a cast-off in my family and this world.  But, in the end, I knew wondering only turned to sorrow—and there was enough of that in my life already.

      Instead, I raced happily and busily against myself to finish all that needed to be done before my family awoke.

      Using the frigid well water, I scrubbed my sister’s frock, my father’s undershirts, and my mother’s nightclothes against the washboard until I couldn’t feel my fingers anymore. These I hung out on the drying line before warming my hands on the fresh eggs, nestled in each nesting box. I placed each egg carefully in a basket and set them aside to take to market.

      Back in the kitchen, the fire had come back to life, driving away much of the night’s chill. I set about preparing a stew for later. I chopped the onions and carrots as quietly as I could, so as not to wake the house. To the stew I added a single lamb chop that I had gotten from the butcher the day before—an extravagant treat that he gave me in exchange for only a few eggs.

      The rheumy old butcher always squinted and told me I had the prettiest eyes in the land; that one glance at them, even with his failing sight, was enough to keep him satisfied to the end of his days.

      “Aye, like the first queen’s eyes, they are,” he would say, somehow the wrinkles around his mouth both sad and happy at once. “I knew her, you know. Butcher to the royal household for many a year before the new queen insisted on choosing her own staff. But emerald eyes like that, lass…they could bring down kingdoms.”
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        * * *

      

      When I heard my family stirring, I quickly tidied the kitchen to erase all the evidence that I’d been up and about for so many hours. My family was never happy with me it seemed, but they in their own way didn’t want evidence of how hard I worked while they slept. I placed the lid on the pot of their breakfast porridge slightly off center, so they could smell the cinnamon and cloves that steamed up from the oats. Then I put one thick log on the fire before hurrying to my room and shutting the door behind me, careful not to let the latch click too loudly.

      Though they never said out-right that they preferred to wake up without my face being the first one they saw, I could tell as much from a look or a sigh. Although over the last year or so, my father had started being nicer to me than he ever had before. Well, not exactly nice.

      Different. More attentive.

      I’m sure most girls would have enjoyed the change in their fortunes, but I tried to avoid him even more. He had always looked after himself, first and foremost. And it made me wonder what it was that he wanted.

      In my room, I brushed my hair as best I could, staring in the gloom into a small bowl of water from the well, as I always did, in an attempt to see myself. My mother and father refused to spend money on such frivolities as mirrors and looking glasses, not for me. Nobody would care to see me anyway; I had long since grown accustomed to acting and feeling like an invisible girl. The rest of my family had brown hair, but mine was jet black—my mother said it made me less pleasing to the eye than my sisters, and kept me out of sight whenever there was company.

      My sisters, two now married off and one still at home, all had birthday suppers and I remembered them all, since I was the one that had made their special pastries and always cleaned up after the celebrations from an age far too young to handle such duties.

      But as for me, I wasn’t even totally sure of my age. I thought I must be close to being nearly eighteen, though when I asked my parents simply grunted some irritation and sent me on my way.

      I changed out of my shawl and night things into my plain homespun shift dress, a hand-me-down from my eldest sister. While Bridget, my one sister who still remained at home, was given occasional gifts of new fabric with which to make herself attractive dresses, I could never hope for such things.

      Beautiful clothing was not for me, my mother assured me. And, looking down at my hips and curves beneath the shift dress, so boxy and homely and plain, I knew she was right. Even so, the dress wasn’t entirely without its charms. I’d added embroidered flowers down the side of the skirt, and a little lace at the collar, along with nipping in the waist, just a little, to make the most of the unshapely figure God had given me. Doing so had drawn poisoned glances from my mother and Bridget, but so long as I kept mostly to myself, so far they hadn’t insisted that I undo my changes.

      Once I knew my family was out of the kitchen, I quietly left my room and tied my apron around my waist. I grabbed the basket of eggs to trade at market, and dropped a few coins I had saved from making corn husk dolls and selling them on my trips to market without my father or mother being the wiser into my pockets, then made for the front door. There stood my father waiting for me, smiling and a knot in my stomach formed.

      “Good morning, father,” I said, lowering my eyes.

      My father smiled even wider. “Thank you for breakfast, Sara. Delicious.”

      “It was no trouble.”  I slipped past him, angling myself as to prevent any contact and out the front door.

      I didn’t turn back to look at him as I ran through the front garden, unlocked the front gate, and then began on the road to town. With each step farther from the house, I felt freer and happier, and looked forward to what the day might bring.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The village was raucous and joyful, full of the sights and smells of market day. I knew most everyone, and before I’d even gotten to the center square, my cheeks ached from smiling and joking and laughing. The dressmaker offered a bolt of blue calico, the color of cornflowers. She looked me up and down, and said, with a dramatic raise of her ample bosom, “I’ll even offer you a bargain, since a frame like yours, my dear, will need a somewhat generous cut.”

      Her comment stung a bit, but I took it in stride, flattered even, because she was curvy and soft like me, and she looked so regal and luxurious in her voluptuous folds of damask and brocade. I knew I could never have such an extravagant fabric but it still brought me a smile to dream that someday I might wear something other than the plain, scratchy cloth of my shift dresses.

      Next was the greengrocer, who bought most of my eggs and sold me turnips for tomorrow’s stew. He asked how I was, then after my father to which I simply answered all was well.

      He screwed up his face adding, “such a useless good-for-nothing.” Not wanting to speak out of turn or be unkind about my father, I simply lowered my eyes and thanked him as I retreated out, scurried down the alleyway and emerged into the sunshine by the well at the town center.

      The washer women were gathered there, gossiping as they worked. I sought out an old seamstress named Matilda who had grown into something more than a mere familiar face, to ask her about a particularly difficult embroidery stitch called the bullion knot that I was having trouble mastering. But before I could get the words out, the cobblestones trembled under my feet with the rumble of hoofbeats.

      I looked up the road and saw a brawny, dark man on a chestnut stallion, riding with the reckless speed of either a gifted horseman or a careless fool, the reins held loosely in one gloved hand.

      The muscles of his other arm rippled with each gallop as he smoothed the horse’s mane. His face was marked here and there with old wounds, and there was an irregular, thick scar running from the bridge of his nose and beneath one eye, so close that it could only have been a miracle that saved his sight. He brought the stallion to a whinnying stop just short of the well and didn’t even glance our way as he dismounted, patting his horse’s flank.

      His frame was burly, his thighs so muscular and ample that his pants seemed to strain with his movements. He stripped off his mud-splattered jacket and shirt, right down to his snug britches. With his skin bare, I saw more scars, of all shapes and sizes. The scars of a warrior; of a man who had fought to live.

      I shuddered as the tightness in my center I’d had upon awakening returned, and the image of that dark man from my dream felt suddenly like déjà vu.

      I swallowed hard and found myself drawn to him, to his body, despite the way the other women around me fell silent and seemed to shrink back into themselves. Deep down in my core, I ached to touch him. I wanted to run my fingers over each scar and muscle, to know each story.

      To know him.

      Still holding the reins in one hand, he grabbed the well bucket with the other and poured it over his face and body, ignoring the stares. His skin glistened in the sun as rivulets of muddy water trickled down between his pectoral muscles.

      “Who is that?” I whispered to the woman beside me.

      Her voice was barely a squeak. “Bors MacDonald. He comes and goes, every few years. Pay him no mind and he’ll be gone before you know it...”

      He glanced our way, his dark, unsettling eyes pinning me in place, and whatever the washerwoman’s next words were, they were lost to me, because all I heard was my own heartbeat. The intensity in his gaze caused a quiver to replace the tension down low, and I felt a trickle of fluid leak between my legs.

      He dropped the bucket and the reins, and took a few long strides in my direction, never once unlocking his eyes from mine. His jawline hardened into a severe angle as the muscle there flexed under the days of unshaven beard.

      I nearly cowered before him, half expecting to be bawled out for staring, but he stopped just a few inches from where I stood, appearing to battle with himself… Against what? I didn’t know. But in my mind’s eye I saw him stride over, pin me down and force himself upon me right there and then, and I felt my nipples tighten to peaks at the idea.

      “This time I’m here to stay, Annie,” he muttered.

      His eyes stayed up on me, as if he was trying to make some important decision. His brow tightened and I thought he might speak to me.

      Instead, on a pained huff, he turned, scooped up his clothes without dressing, mounted his horse and rode on through the town center leaving me standing unable to draw my next breath.

      Nobody spoke for a long moment after he was gone. The washerwomen went back to their tasks muttering and mumbling, and when I was finally able, I took a few deep breaths to settle the violent longing that had come over me.

      “Who is he?” I asked Annie when I gathered my senses, then clarified, “What is he?”

      She narrowed her eyes, as if reluctant to talk about him, then said, “A warrior of the clan. A dangerous man. You keep away from him.”

      One of the other women laughed. “Though I hear he’s a devil under the sheets.”

      “Aye, and what would you know about it, Maggie Fitzroy?”

      My face turned red, though not from embarrassment. The thought of anyone else having him made my blood burn in my veins. I’d never known jealousy before but I now understood why it could drive a person mad.

      “You keep away from him,” Annie said. “I mean it, you’re far too young and sweet to go near a brute like that.”

      I thanked her, and sought out Matilda, barely able to pay attention as she gave me her advice, before making my way out of the town center and onto the path home.

      And that should have been the end of it, but when I came to a crossroads, and saw muddy hoofprints heading in the opposite direction, it gave me pause. I considered the road ahead, then cast my mind back to my dream.

      A feeling in the pit of my stomach told me something had changed. Something within me. And try as I might to shrug it off, I could not.

      My mother and father had always forbidden any mention of men as it related to me. Marriage and love and all it entailed, all the mysteries of the bed that I so longed to know, did not seem to be my destiny. My sisters could marry but I could not, and I was unsure why but without prospect I dared not challenge my parents on the subject.

      But a man like that, I thought to myself, swallowing hard and feeling my cheeks flush. A man with such strength, such passion, such intensity. My family would be powerless to stop a man like that from taking me as his own.

      Wouldn’t they?

      And I liked the thought of that very, very much.

      Being taken.

      There would be a beating in it for me, I was sure, but instead of taking the path toward home, I turned in the direction of the hoofprints.
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      I rode hard up the King’s Highway that led out of town. Any other time, a good hard ride would have cleared my mind of all other thoughts. But this time was fucking different. She was fucking different. All my thoughts were for her. Those eyes, that face, that body. She was perfection itself.

      I’d never much considered my ideal woman.  Never cared.

      Now?  I’ve seen her. Been close enough to touch her and I can’t fucking get her out of my mind.

      Mid-night black hair hung to her hips and, Jesus, those hips.  All I could think of was grabbing them, holding hard and slamming inside her watching the swell of her tits bounce as I drove in and of out her.

      She came barely to my chest and I could have scooped her off the ground with little effort and taken her away with me.  Oh, how I wanted to take her away with me.

      Green eyes unlike anything I’d seen before seemed to look into my soul and tell me for the first time in as far back as I can remember, there is more to life than pain.  There is care and comfort and I needed her to be the one to give it to me.

      My reaction to her stunned even me. I’d lived long enough—and hard enough—to have had my share of women. I’d enjoyed the pleasures they provided but never before had I desired one with such intensity, such unbridled fury to possess... to protect. To have. To own. In the moment I locked eyes with her, the truth became clear:

      I wanted her to be mine. And I needed to be inside her.

      If it weren’t for the look in her eyes, and the all-consuming protective need it induced in the pit of my stomach, I would have taken that beautiful girl right there, staring into those eyes that reminded me of a spring meadow. Consequences and onlookers be damned.

      I shook when she looked at me as though the ground under my feet had shifted. The fear in the washerwoman’s voice was right—I had no place forcing myself on a girl like that. She was way too goddamned pure for a brute like me.

      She was young too.  Far too young for my years.  Mine multiplied by war and fury.  I was older than I should be and yet young enough to still long for things others took for granted in life.

      Worse still, I knew now that all my best-laid plans meant nothing. My intentions had been simple: find a nice widow, settle down, have a quiet life. No more.  No less.  I hadn’t considered love, I just wanted simple.  I wanted to be done fighting.

      But all those simple, vague plans that had consoled me were chaff on the wind.

      After seeing her, I knew I was fucking ruined. The haze had cleared—if I couldn’t have her, no other woman would do. And I knew in my heart that I would never have her.

      I’d seen heaven and could never return to earth again.

      Up ahead, the old whitewashed cottage where I was headed came into view. The vines along the east corner were thicker now nearly covering one window and a crack in the foundation was wider than when I was here last.  Still, blossoms of pink and purple showed their tenacity lining the aging stones where the structure met the rock soil and it made me think how something so delicate and beautiful can co-exist with something so hard and inhospitable.

      As I slowed my horse to a trot, I felt pissed off and resentful. She was the one, but there was no chance in hell a warrior like me could have an angel like that. I was too sullied by life to have her, yet I could not imagine life without her.  In the matter of a few moments, one glance and my future was changed, created and crushed all at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      I dismounted and untacked, giving my horse a bucket of grain, two flakes of hay and a drink of water, and then headed toward the cottage, calling out to Angelica.

      She and I had a long history. I’d known her since we were both brushing up on adulthood, and I knew how she felt about me, but we’d never fucked. She’d always been a good friend to me and vice versa, and I wouldn’t have done anything to change that.

      I’d protected her from over-zealous customers back in her early brothel-running days, and even wiped the floor with some of them. The world went red when I saw her customers mistreating her or the other whores; men who disrespected women deserved all the pain in the world.

      Over the years, I’d dished out plenty of pain in her defense. In return, she’d always given me a place to stay, a warm meal, trusted friendship and good advice. As for her body, she’d offered it often, free of charge, but I never agreed. For some men, sex was mere currency. But not to me. I respected Angelica far too much to treat her as a replacement for my own hand.

      As I approached the house, I was proud to see the life Angelica had made for herself. She’d come a long way from running whores in the back rooms of the village tavern. Years back, she’d had a dozen or more girls under her wing, but now she was all on her own since the army moved on and the whores became camp followers. Her independence suited her. I walked up the front path, admiring the lush garden she’d managed to cultivate, full of medicinal herbs and plants. The door squeaked open and before I knew it, Angelica was in my arms, squealing and laying a big kiss on my cheek.

      I embraced her, but my heart wasn’t in it. My mind was still with her. And, I knew, it always would be.

      Angelica slid out of my arms back to her feet and looked up at me. Her crow’s feet were deeper than the last time I’d seen her, and there was even more wisdom and kindness in her eyes than I’d remembered, too. “The years are always good to you,” I told her, with a brotherly kiss on her forehead.

      She giggled a little and slipped her arm into mine. “As they are to you. Is this the day you take me up on my offer?” She lifted her shoulder and her eyebrow in unison.

      I knew what she was asking—she always did. But, as ever, I shook my head. “I just need a place to stay while I get my feet under me. I’ll pay my room and board—no arguments.”

      Her eyes sparkled in the morning light and she smiled up at me. “Come in, Bors. You should know by now, your money has no value here.”
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        * * *

      

      Angelica poured me a mug of ale and sliced into a fresh loaf of crusty bread as I sat down at her table. “So, what brings you through?” She asked.

      Before I even thought about answering, I downed the ale and she poured me another. As I slathered the thick slice with butter, I told her my plans. Even though the encounter with that green-eyed beauty at the well had shaken me to my core, life would have to go on in some form or another. “Buy some grazing land, breed and raise horses to build up a livery stable. It won’t be easy, but I’ve got some money laid by and can call in some favors if I need them.”

      Angelica nodded approvingly as she sat down across from me. “You’ve always had a knack with animals.” She swept the breadcrumbs off the old pine table into her hand. “And something tells me your fighting days are done. You’ve got the look of a broken man.”

      “Broken? Gee, thanks,” I said around a mouthful of bread, shaking my head.

      Angelica shrugged and pursed her lips impatiently. “I mean, you look tired, Bors.” She reached over and gave my forearm a squeeze. “In all our years, even when I’ve seen you bruised and bleeding, I’ve never seen this look in your eyes.”

      She spoke the truth. “Working for the clan has lost its lustre. I’ve earned something better. But I bet you’ve met enough broken men to know when one can’t be repaired.”

      Angelica tipped the corners of her lips upward with grace in her shimmering hazel eyes. “Maybe. But I know I’ve never felt a hint of what I see in your eyes now.” She stood from the table and dropped the breadcrumbs into the pig slop bucket beside the sink basin. I knew she was waiting for me to reply, but when I didn’t, she went on, “Horses and animals are all well and good, but they won’t keep you company at night. They won’t see you through the long winter. They won’t fill your house with joy. Why not find yourself a wife? I could find you a willing woman in no time,” she said with a wink, as if to say she might be willing herself.

      Just hours ago, I’d have agreed with her that a wife was what I needed. But not anymore. I wanted only her. I knew I was too much of a brute to be with her, but that didn’t stop me from rubbing salt in my wound. “I want to ask you about someone I saw today in the village.”

      Angelica narrowed her eyes at me. “Someone?”

      “A girl.”

      She nodded slowly and shrewdly. “Go on.”

      How would I even begin to describe her? How the fuck was it even possible to reduce these impulses, these urges into ordinary words? “Raven-haired. Eyes like emeralds. Skin like cream. Cherry wine stained lips so full they…” I trailed off realizing I was about to slip into a description of things Angelica would understand, but need not be said.

      “Sara,” Angelica said, laughing lightly. “She’s pretty. And good. I approve.”

      It was a beautiful name and it suited her well. “Sara,” I repeated.

      Angelica nodded. “Lives out by the old forge with her family. She’s like an angel among them, if you ask me. She’s far too good for their sort. They treat her like a charwoman, a servant. Never heard them say a good word about her. They don’t treat her right.”

      I clenched my beer mug in my hand, so hard I damn near crushed it. The idea of her hurting was fucking unacceptable. “Do they hurt her?”

      “It would seem their way. But more than anything, they don’t value her. And that’s its own terrible pain. Take it from me.”

      My desire to protect Sara was an animal urge, a simple instinct—a stallion guarding his mare when she went into heat. “I saw her for the first time today,” I said, letting my eyes wander over to the window, looking out into the garden. “I was like a man possessed. An army couldn’t have stopped me from putting my hands on her, nor God himself. The only reason I didn’t touch her is...”

      Angelica got the measure of me from across the table, eyeing me up and down. “Talk like that is enough to make a woman jealous. Oh, don’t look so torn, you know I’m only teasing. You and I are better as friends than lovers. So, you didn’t touch her because?”

      “A girl like that and a man like me? Fucking impossible.”

      “You might have a knack for animals, Bors. But I have a knack for people. You might be just what that girl needs. A man who’ll treat her the way a woman ought to be treated. Take her away from a joyless existence.”

      The idea of having Sara made me fucking wild. I felt my heart and cock ache at the same damned time. Still though, it was insanity. “I’ve seen too much of the bad in this world. I’d break her. I’d ruin her,” I said, not entirely sure my body agreed that was a bad thing.

      But Angelica poured me another mug of ale, without breaking my gaze, and said, “Storms come on sunny days. Night follows day. The light needs the dark.” She smiled enigmatically. “That’s the way of the world.”

      “Maybe.”  I considered her words deep down knowing poetry and reality had little in common.

      I drew my ale from the mug, swallowed hard thinking maybe drinking would be my new charge.  Staying sober without her would be too painful.

      Just as I considered my new fate, there was a noise from outside.  A sharp sound then a yelp and Angelica turned to me as I rose to my feet, my fighting instinct impossible to quell as I stomped out the door more in the mood for a fight than I’d been in as long as I could remember.
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      I peeked through the window of the whitewashed cottage and my worst fears were confirmed.

      He was in Angelica’s house—the prostitute’s house. She was serving him food and beer, touching his arm. Oh no, no, no. I felt the clutch of my heart in my chest with a burning in my eyes that made no sense.

      I knew little about the ways of men and women together, but I had seen animals breed on the farm often enough to have the basic idea. There could only be one reason he was in the whore’s house: to relieve his animal instincts. I felt a mixture of disgust and jealousy, all tangled up together.

      I knew I shouldn’t be spying on him, but I couldn’t help myself. I carefully placed my market basket at my feet, gently setting it down so as not to upset the unsold eggs I carried.

      Not for one second did I take my eyes off of Bors. Once, when I was a child, there had been a lunar eclipse and I found I couldn’t look away. For hours I stayed awake, until my eyes stung, watching and waiting, studying every curve of the moon, memorizing the stars. I did the same now as I looked at Bors.

      He sat in the chair with his long legs spread wide, like he was too big and burly for ordinary furnishings. His scarred arms were immense, rippling and straining against the fabric of his shirt; the once white cloth pushed up to his elbows. His boots were enormous, the leather battered and worn. The veins in his forearms seemed to throb as I watched them. My eyes fell on his neck and throat, his Adam’s apple and the dark stubble along his jaw.

      His dark hair long enough to tuck behind his ears yet not cover the collar of his shirt.  Its waves called for my fingers and I dreamed of running my hands through the shiny silk telling him my secrets as he kissed my neck making me shiver.

      Looking at him ignited something in me—something between my legs—as did my dream this very morning. As my breathing quickened and my cheeks grew warm, I felt another rush of wetness trickle from my sex and I resisted the intense desire to touch myself as I stared at him.

      Suddenly I felt a hard, stinging smack on my bottom and I yelped even as my hands flew to my lips and I whirled around. Before I could make sense of what was happening, I was in the wiry arms of a vaguely familiar man.

      He had the unfocused, moist eyes of a drunkard and he smelled like spoiled beer and unclean hair. I pulled my face away and planted my arms on his chest to push him off me. But he was too strong and too drunk to notice.

      “If you’re thinking of working in Angelica’s profession, lass, you’ll need a reference,” he growled. “I’d like to take the first plunge in your pool.”

      A wave of nausea came up from my stomach into my mouth, as much from the smell of his breath as the idea of him thinking even for one moment about my virginity. Still with one arm wrapped around me, he started digging in his pockets. I heard coins jingle and he chortled. “Won’t be able to raise my member for a while yet. But I’ll give you five farthings in advance and pay the rest once the deal is done.”

      What a vile man. I found I wasn’t afraid of him as much as revolted by his presence and his assumptions. He was much bigger than me, but I knew from my experience of my father that drink made men slow and sloppy.

      Still, I didn’t want him or his dirty hands anywhere near me, and I gave him a slap across the face which made him roar with anger. As I made contact with his greasy cheek, I shrieked, “Get away from me!”

      The slap stung my palm and his face bloomed with a red welt. A blossom of my own regret came immediately, because now I saw anger flash in his eyes—and I realized I might be in real danger.

      But then, as if God himself reached down, the man was plucked from me and I looked down in amazement to see his feet dangling off the ground. Attached to the man’s thin, pimply neck was a massive, veined forearm and all the rugged beauty that accompanied it.

      Bors had come to my rescue.

      He threw the man into a hedge of holly bushes on a grunt, and then followed and grabbed him by the shirt with two massive fists, plucking him back from the ground with so little effort he could have been stuffed with feathers. With a few long, authoritative strides, Bors carried him over to Angelica’s pigsty and plopped him headfirst into the sloppy, filthy mess.

      I choked back a giggle seeing the man was covered from head to toe in pig muck, but Bors wasn’t finished. He reached back over the fence and dunked him face-first, into the trough.

      A bit of panic clutched around my neck as he held him down, the man’s hands slapping and pulling at Bor’s solid grip and I wondered for a moment if he intended to end his life.  As I opened my mouth to protest, the punishment seeming excessive to the crime, Bors jerked him from the trough and he emerged like a gasping, wet rat.

      “Touch her again and I’ll fucking kill you. Now get the hell out of here.” Bors roared as the man stumbled away coughing down the road, cursing us both as he ran.

      Bors turned and met my gaze with that same fire in his eyes he’d had the first time. I squeezed my legs together against the heat and rush of wetness, as he seized the breath from me in his enormous arms, and I knew everything was about to change.
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        * * *

      

      Under the shadow of the budding magnolia tree, Bors took me in his arms and asked, “Are you hurt?”

      I found I couldn’t speak, so I merely shook my head, overcome with warmth and desire. I was smitten, so very, very smitten with this beast, this hero. This man. He smelled musky yet clean, like a pine forest after a soaking rain.

      “Forgive me. I can’t take your word for it, Sara.” His hands ran down over my hips as he dropped to his knees at my feet and I wondered how he knew my name. “I will always take care of…” He glanced up, drawing a deep breath to stop himself before he went on.

      I placed my hand on his immense shoulder. I could feel the heat of his body through the fabric and once again, I ached to trace every muscle and fiber. “Don’t stop…what were you going to say?”

      He merely shook his head as he continued running his hands over me bringing back the wicked sensations I’d experienced in my dream from the morning making my head spin.

      My knees felt weak and I steadied myself on his shoulder. “Please tell me.”

      “Quiet. I’m not done checking you.” He caressed my calves with his huge palms, careful to stay on top of the fabric of my skirt, but I could feel the edges of his fingers brush against my bare skin.

      Inch by inch, he checked me over. His touch was certain and confident as he explored my body. He touched me in a way that I had never even touched myself, even in the darkness and privacy of my own bedroom. He touched me in a way that made me feel liked a treasure.  Something rare and fragile.  Something to be guarded and revered.

      As he moved up from my calves to my thighs, I ached for him to touch me where my body had begun to throb—between my legs—I wanted his rough fingers where I had never been touched, where I had never touched myself. I wanted him to touch me on the throbbing, aching blossom of my cunt.

      But brutish though he may appear, he didn’t touch me there, though in my haze I dreamed he desperately wanted to.

      Instead, he slid his hands up my waist, drawing my plain shift tight. I felt tiny in his arms, as his thumbs glided beneath the curves of my breasts, making my nipples tighten against the rough, scratchy linen of my dress.

      As if trying to wake myself from a dream, I took a deep breath and pinched my eyes closed, then opened them again. I was being swept away in his presence and my own desire. But there was so much I needed to know.

      Once he rose to his full height, one hand still on my waist as I looked up into his eyes, and finally I seemed to find my voice again. “Why are you here? Why did you come to Angelica’s house?” I best I tried, I could not keep the hint of jealousy from each clipped word.

      “For a bed and a meal,” he said, without hesitation. “And, if I’m honest, for a place to collect myself after first laying eyes on you.”

      “The washerwomen told me about you,” I said narrowing my eyes trying to assess the legitimacy of her earlier comments.

      “I’m sure they did.”  He answered, his tongue coming out to trace along his bottom lip as he drew a deep breath flaring his nostrils.

      “They said you’re a warrior.”

      “I was.”  He nodded his eyes tracing from my eyes to my chest then back.

      “A dangerous man.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “A legendary lover.”

      “Not for me to say,” he growled running a massive hand over his head, his fingers spread, dark hair running between them. “I’ve heard talk about you, as well. Angelica says your people don’t honor you.” With this, his grip on my waist tightened. “They don’t treat you as you deserve.”

      My breath caught in my throat before I answered. “It is my life.”  I shrugged. “I know no better.”

      “You deserve to know better. You deserve to be worshiped.” The muscles in his clenched jaw fluttered as he delicately ran his thumb over my lips, dragging down my lower lip ever-so-gently before letting me go as a shudder shook me from my core. “But it’s time to get you away from here. You’ve got no business being this far from home.”

      He picked up my basket for me, taking me firmly—though not unkindly—by the upper arm, and began marching me out of the garden toward the King’s Highway.

      “What if I don’t want to go? Besides, how is it you know how far I am from home?”

      His expression was firm, unyielding. “I just do. Girls who spy through windows need other ways to pass their time.”

      I was unswayed. All my life I’d felt invisible… until he looked at me. And I wasn’t about to go back into the shadows so soon. “Then I’ll just have to tell the washerwomen that you’re no man at all.”  I cringed even as I spoke knowing I sounded like a petulant child.

      Bors stopped short and turned to look down at me. “Excuse me?”

      His flash of anger gave me life and a new boldness was born inside of me as the other flash I saw behind his nearly black eyes. “A true man keeps his word. You owe me a kiss. You promised me a kiss today, by the well.”

      “Bullshit. I promised you nothing. I said nothing to you.”

      Emboldened by how beautiful and alluring he made me feel, I rose up on my tiptoes. “You didn’t promise me with your words. You promised me with your eyes.”

      His eyes narrowed, and he shook his head as my eyes fell on the deep, thick silver scar across his face. “Again, bullshit.” But his body gave him away as he slipped his massive hand into the small of my back, tight, close, possessive.

      “Please,” I said softly. “I’ll beg if you want me to.”

      His nostrils flared slightly, and he swallowed hard I felt the power of my words watching how he was affected. “Fuck, Sara.”  He lowered his eyes, I saw his jaw tighten and a flexing of a strained muscle in his temples and a vein in his forehead before he returned my gaze and finished. “I want to make you beg…Beg to be kissed.  Bet to beg to be...”  He trailed off, lips tight on his teeth a protruding vein now in his forehead.

      I looked up at him, holding his eyes, urging him to tell me and he did.

      “Beg to be fucked.”

      Oh lord, yes. “Please. Please. Kiss me.”

      “If I start, I can’t tell you I’ll stop until I take what I want. Need.”

      “Good. Kiss me. Show me what it’s like.”

      A moment of stunned shock flickered across his hard features, and he let loose a pained, feral sounding groan that banked a whimper in my throat.

      Removing any remaining space between us, he set down my basket and took me in both arms, slightly parting my legs with the hard muscle of his thigh. “You’ve never been kissed before.”

      I shook my head, answering truthfully, “Never.” I said softly, the boldness that had strengthened me fading.  Instead, a feeling of vulnerability lit up in its place as he eyed me as a cat does a mouse. “You will be my first...” I finished, letting hope fill every word as the last bit drifted from my lips praying it would find home. “First…everything.”

      His rough palm came to my check, firm yet kind as he eyes slipped closed for a long moment. He caressed me with gentle strokes of his thumb, while his other hand slid down my hip, his fingers finding their way to the crease where my bottom met my thigh.

      “Everything about you is perfect.”  He gritted out, gruff and strained, so close to me that the breath from each of his words warmed my lips.

      “Please. Kiss. Me.” I begged, realizing I didn’t simply want his kiss.

      I needed it.

      His mouth crushed my lips and his greedy tongue pushed mine aside as he kissed me with an intensity that seemed to shift the ground under my feet. The rough scratch of his unshaven face prickled on my skin.

      The kiss was the most pleasure I had ever felt. As though I were slipping into a hot spring, the wetness gathered between my legs freely. Driven by instinct and need, I pressed myself into him as he did to me and I felt his manhood grow harder and harder against my body. Fear and fascination were a frantic fury battling inside of me.

      I had never known passion until that moment. I had never known love. But now I knew it with my whole body.

      Every inch of my soul and self was his, to do with as he pleased.

      Lord, I prayed, please, let him.
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      I will never kiss another woman as long as I live.

      As our lips met, those words were seared into my brain.

      My heart.

      My soul.

      She was the one. I was her first kiss and she would be my last.

      Her body responded like a forest on fire. She inhaled long and slow as I kissed her, and I felt her breasts soft against my chest. What I wouldn’t give to rip her dress right off her and roll her nipple between my teeth. She was a fucking dream, knowing no other man had done what I was doing, knowing I was her first.

      Fuck, I wanted to be her first in everything.

      But no matter what I wanted, it didn’t make her mine. I had no right to defile her innocence, no claim on her skin. I wasn’t entitled to either her or her body. But the longer I kissed her, the more danger I was in of losing control. With each deep exploration of her mouth with my tongue, the more I wanted to spin her around, lift up her dress, and breed her, hard and deep, right here over the garden wall.

      But years of warring had given me the strength of will. Sacrifice takes strength. Discipline is agony. I pulled away from her knowing it was the right thing.

      For her.

      Her heated, flushed cheeks made the brilliance of her green eyes glow brighter yet. Arousal looked damned good on her.

      I broke her gaze and ran my hand over my stubble as I looked away, remembering all the brutality of my life.  The things I’d done.  How I’d lived.  I would never be a man for a girl like her. She was just beginning her life.

      I felt I was running down the end of mine.

      In a sudden burst of anger and realization, I did the unthinkable, gritting out the words that pierced my heart like rusty daggers. “Get the fuck out of here. You need to get away from me, Sara. I’m the last thing you need.”

      She didn’t flinch. Instead, she reached up, soft, warm hands on my cheeks making me look at her again. There was a wisdom…an understanding in her too young eyes, and it wounded me deeper than any blade I’d taken.  I’d give her anything that would make her life better.

      Unfortunately, I knew that wasn’t me.

      But her sweet, full lips opened and my knees shook as she asked, “Walk me home? Please? It’s the least you could do after that kiss.”

      Angry red blushes had crept down her throat and onto her chest. The heaping soft flesh of her breasts seeming to be fuller than just moments ago and I wanted to sink my teeth into her, leaving her marked for the world to see.

      I was losing this fucking battle. “Your home is by the old forge, yes?”

      She nodded and swept her hair aside in the breeze. “Yes.”

      Yes, I’ll walk you home.  Of course, I will.

      The words I wanted to say remained silent and what I knew I should say replaced them before I could talk myself out of them. “It’s hardly a mile off. You can make it without me.” Tightness banded around my chest.  The war of my own desire and the truth of who I could never be to her fought to the death around my heart.

      I could see her thinking, almost like a child trying to figure out how to get what they want. “I need your protection, Bors. What if that man comes back? What will I do?” She batted her lashes, her manipulation clear, but my nerve held firm.

      I could handle a lot of things from her, but lies weren’t one of them. “Don’t play games with me, little one,” I growled.

      Her eyes widened. She was so new to the world. She didn’t know anything yet, and she was too young to know even that. “It’s true!” The blush rose on her cheeks. “Well, I’m not especially afraid of him. But I do want you with me. Please.”  Her smile pulled her full lips upward and my resolve weakened. “Pretty please?  You like when I beg, don’t you?”

      The pleases and begging hit me deep in my soul, in a place I’d not known before I met her.

      It took all my strength not to have my way with her right there in the garden, and my defenses were too weak to deny her a simple walk home. My cock ached, seeping cum as my balls pulsed with the need to give all they held.

      A man could only resist so much. And if I was honest with myself, I didn’t want to say goodbye to her. Ever. “Come on, then,” I grunted, and picked up her basket.

      She slipped her arm in mine and skipped the first few steps, making my dick grow another inch and my heart lurch.

      Together we made our way down the King’s Highway, meeting only a few passersby, to whom Sara waved and smiled, chirping a ‘hello’ or ‘good day’ to each one as they gave us—or more so, me—wary, sidelong glances and barely muttered in return.

      I’d walked this road hundreds of times, but never before had it felt this way. I noticed every rock, every flower off to the sides of the dirt.  I noticed the birds chirping in the trees, the way she made each step feel new.

      Being with her, being at her side, it made me feel whole. Like I had found my home.

      We walked in a comfortable silence for a time, then I asked, “Tell me about you” I had to shorten my stride to meet hers, and every few steps she’d skip again making my heart do the same.

      I was never one for much idle talk, and I admired that she didn’t fill the silences with empty chatter, but I needed to know her. To know her thoughts, dreams, trials, pains…I wanted it all—or at least as much as I could gather from here to her home.  Enough to last me the rest of my life.

      Again, there was that innocent flash in her eyes, that hopeful glance. It was childlike, almost. Uncomplicated and pure. It made me all the hungrier to show her what it meant to be a woman. My woman. But, I shook away the thought as she answered, “What do you want to know?”

      Fucking everything. “Let’s start with…your favorite flower,” I blurted without thinking.

      She laughed. “Flowers? Really? I love all of them, Bors.”

      “If you had to pick one. If someone promised to fill your home with one flower forever, what would it be?”

      “Mmm...” She glanced away. “Hellebore, surely. Do you know them? Some people call them Lenten roses.”

      I shook my head, hesitating. “Might surprise you to know I don’t know much about the finer things in life. But I’m willing to learn.”

      She lifted one finger. “I’ll show you.” She strayed from the path, still with her arm in mine tugging me along with her.  Her tiny body half my size yet I followed her with an ease I struggled to understand. “Here.” As she knelt into the wild grass and flowers at the edge of the road, her breasts pressed together in a tantalizing line of creamy cleavage. When she rose again, she held a single delicate, deep purple flower between her fingers. “I like them because they’re a little shy.” She smiled. “They aren’t boastful like daisies or roses. They’re happy enough in the shade, out of view.”

      She offered the flower to me and I took it from her, trying my hardest to be delicate with the stem, something my fingers found foreign. I tucked her ink-black hair behind her ear and nestled the flower there nearly doubling over at the touch of her hair.

      Visions of the raven strands tangled in my fists as I set her on all fours and ravage her until she is soaked and dripping with me filled my mind.  I shook my head, trying to quell the crazed lust and urged her to continue trying to settle the desire that gripped my throat. “Tell me something else about you.”

      She held my gaze and blinked, a stammer of her own frustration only making her more endearing before she found her words. “When I look at you, Bors, it’s hard for me to remember anything at all. I’m sure in your eyes you just see a stupid girl.” She shrugged a shoulder to her ear, pressing her lips together, making me want to taste them all over again.

      “Not stupid.  Never call yourself stupid. I know how you feel.” I wanted to tell her I was the stupid one, but my pride kept those thoughts banked in my throat.

      She answered with a breathy giggle, and I wanted to hear that happy sound in my days and my dreams until the end of time.

      As we walked and talked, she asked me things as well.

      To my surprise, I told her of my plans—of the livery stable, of my hopes to buy a bit of land. “That sounds like a wonderful life,” she said.

      “And you? What kind of wonderful life do you envision?”

      A bashful blush crested her cheeks as she looked away. The sun catching the otherworldly green of her eyes shaking my knees before she answered. “I think I’m destined to look after my family. Seems to be the role I was born to fill. I am lucky in many ways.  To have a family.  So many don’t.”

      The resignation in her voice bit into me like angry fangs, but I didn’t want to press her to speak ill of her family. I wanted to make her do a lot of things, but betraying her kin wasn’t one of them. “But if that wasn’t the role you had to fill, then what?”

      “A modest house full of laughter and warmth. Freshly baked bread,” she said, beaming. “A farmyard with a miniature donkey. No, two miniature donkeys and goats for milking, a flock of bantam chickens like my own at home…”  Her wistful look turned excited.  “Oh!  And a garden.  With every kind of flower in the land.”

      “And a man? What about that?”

      She gasped a little, looking up at me. Pressing her hand to her collarbone, she said, “Oh yes, a husband. And children.”

      “How many children?” I asked, and watched her cheeks flush crimson at the thought. I found myself biting my lip as I watched her. I’d be lying if I wasn’t already thinking of putting a baby inside her belly; her hips made it hard to think about anything else.

      “Lots and lots and lots,” she said. “As many as possible.”

      Shit. She’s going to kill me before I even get her home.
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        * * *

      

      As the old forge came into view, I looked down the road and my chest tightened and my fists balled at my sides. The bastard who’d ambushed Sara at Angelica’s was closing the front gate of the house close to the now derelict forge.

      With his back to us, I still knew him straight off by his gait and the pig shit all over him. My guess was that he’d gone directly here from Angelica’s, to tell some bullshit tale about what Sara had been doing there.

      “Oh no,” Sara said her eyes down the way seeing the man as well she squeezed my arm.  The tension I felt did not feel like affection.  It felt like fear. “I thought he’d been familiar, but I couldn’t place him.  He must have recognized me. Known my father.”

      Seems she was right to bring me along. “I won’t let anything happen to you. Not now, not ever.”

      The shit covered man took a quarter turn, looked at me and made the wise decision to turn back the other direction and even with his wobbling run, he took a turn through the woods on the other side of the road and disappeared.

      Sara drew a jagged breath through her nose. “My father, he will be so angry.”

      Her words shook and my heart thumped vowing somehow, to have her never be fearful again.  I did my best to soothe her.  “I’m here.  No one will harm you.  Ever.”

      “You don’t know him.”

      “It’ll be fine. I fucking swear.”

      But it wasn’t. As we came upon the small, ill kept stone house, I unlatched the gate for Sara and held it open as a man I presumed to be her father burst through the front door with rage in his eyes.

      “You little slut,” he snarled. “So that’s how you’ve been earning your extra coin, is it? Opening your legs?” Before I could stop him, he grabbed her hard by the face and began to unbuckle his belt for a whipping. “I’ll show you a lesson, you little whore-in-training. I’ll teach you to…”

      Motherfucker was too stupid to live.

      Red mist enveloped the world. I launched myself at him without a second thought. I was an animal protecting his mate—nothing more, nothing less. I felt my knuckle connect with something that crunched under the force of my blow, and felt the familiar heat of blood on my hands, the scent of iron and salt barely cutting through my rage-fueled haze.

      I heard Sara’s yelp.  Her pleading voice but some things are between men.

      I had come to know the fury of battle to be impenetrable, but as soon as Sara touched my shoulder, I opened my fists, as if by magic. “Bors, stop. Stop it.”  Her calm yet firm voice stalled me. Her delicate touch and gentle words had more power than my long-honed instincts as a fighter, living to protect and defend. Her word was my law, and I obeyed without protest.

      Regaining my senses, I saw what I’d done. Her father lay at my feet, his nose bloodied and crooked. But he was a scrappy old fighter and he was on his feet and spitting out a tooth the next instant. “Who the hell do you think you are? She’s my daughter.” He spat the words at me with blood dripping over his lips, cracking his knuckles ready for more. “She’s my property. And I’ll do with her as I please.”

      He hit the ground two body lengths away with a thud and a grunt after my fist connected with a right hook to his left cheek. “The fuck you will,” I spat back then grabbed Sara by the hand and turned us back in the direction of town. It would take God and the King’s guard to make me leave her in that awful place.

      With that lecherous, waste of a father.

      And even then, if he made the mistake of trying to take her, it would be a battle I wouldn’t lose.
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        * * *

      

      The way Sara kept darting her eyes back over her shoulder only fueled my rage.

      The red flush that had warmed her cheeks as I kissed her earlier was gone now, replaced by a worried paleness. The anger inside me ate away at my ability to speak so I tried to show her that she was safe. I kept her small hand tight in mine and never strayed from her side as we walked back along the King’s Highway.

      We passed others, but outside of giving them a glare that had them moving as far to the other side of the road as was possible I paid them no mind; as far as I was concerned, she was the only living soul in the world.

      I was fucking enraged that she’d spent even one moment in a house with that man, a man that had the gall to call himself her father. How such a piece of shit could have given life to Sara beat the hell out of me. All I could imagine was that she took after her mother, but from what Angelica had told me that woman was no better.

      As we walked, I did my best to calm my mind.  Rage does not make for clear thinking.

      I wished that I had a home of my own, somewhere I could take her, to guard her, protect her, and give her a better life. To make love to her every morning and fuck her every night.

      But I didn’t have such luxuries. All I had to offer was the clothes on my back, the bit of coin I’d saved through my years, my strength, and my wits. The only shelter I could give her was Angelica’s. It would have to do, at least for now.

      What had I done with my life?  I looked down, her youth and innocence more clear now than ever as was the gap of years between us and my own jaded soul and battle scared body. Even as we walked, I was reminded of the toll my life had taken on my body.  My knees ached and the stabbing pain in my left side throbbed; a souvenir from a long ago infected battle wound that had damaged me in a way that could not be undone.

      “Thank you for protecting me.”  Her soft voice drifted to my ears breaking me from my dark thoughts then squeezing my hand as we neared Angelica’s cottage and the sun drifted downward on the horizon.

      She was mine. My possession. Looking after her was my job. “Don’t you dare thank me. You’ll stay in my room,” I told her, as I handed her the key in my pocket. “First one at the top of the steps.”

      She looked puzzled, then disappointed. “Come up with me. Stay close to me.”

      But I shook my head. She had no fucking idea what would happen if we were alone together in that bedroom. I’d have her on her knees and roaring in five seconds flat. “Just put my things in the hallway and I’ll have Angelica collect them later.”

      I didn’t want to worry her, but I knew I’d gotten us into some genuinely inconvenient shit: I’d assaulted her father, stolen his daughter, and now was keeping her hidden in the village whore’s house. Great. Appearances were not on our side.

      What I had just done in that fit of wild, protective rage could very well ruin her reputation as a marriageable woman. I was furious that I’d done it, but at the same time there had been no other choice. I had no regrets except one: I wasn’t good enough for her to ask her to marry me right then and there.

      She might be new to the world, but she was no fool. “You won’t come in with me to protect my reputation. Is that the idea?”

      “It is. Your chastity is your power. I’m not about to fuck with that more than I have already.”

      She looked ready to protest, but I stopped her short with a firm stare. “Listen, Sara. If your father comes looking for you, I’ll be ready. If a village mob gets word that I’ve just returned to town and all but kidnapped you, I’ll be ready. To keep you safe, I’m ready for anything.”

      She blinked a few times in quick succession, then exhaled deeply. “And where will you stay?” She asked as she clasped the key in her palm.

      From my belt, I drew my hunting knife and drove the point into an old milking bench on the porch, then sat down next to it. “Right here. On guard.”
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        * * *

      

      Afternoon turned into evening and the shadows lengthened into night. Every few hours or so, Angelica would come to check on me, bringing me an apple or a bit of bread and butter. She knew me well enough not to try to lure me inside. I was grateful to be left alone with my thoughts, like some lion licking his goddamned wounds.

      Sara, though, didn’t come down at all. I heard her voice inside, and even a brief moment of laughter between her and Angelica, but she never came out to see me. I had no right to be disappointed, either—it was my idea that I stay outside, and she was doing as she was told. But fuck how I wanted her to do what she was told in bed, with my cock in her mouth and those green eyes looking up at me like I was her fucking king.

      I imagined her lying in bed one floor above. I treasured knowing where she was and that she was safe and warm. How I fucking wished I could be in that bed beside her.

      No trouble came, but I remained vigilant. As the moon rose, I settled down on the porch floor with a blanket and a sack of barley under my head for a pillow. I’d made do with less comfort while on watch for more years than I could count.

      My thoughts were full of worries for Sara’s future and safety. Never had I felt such a sense of purpose. I remembered those ancient stories of knights at court, who promised their honor and valor to a single forbidden woman who could never return their love and devotion. It always seemed fucking crazy to me in the past. But no more.

      Though the night was cool and quiet, I knew there was no chance I’d sleep. Still, I closed my eyes for a brief moment, and as I did I heard the front door creak open.

      My lids sprung wide, and in the dim light I expected to see Angelica checking on me once more. But there, in the warm flickers of the low fire inside, was Sara.

      Goddamn it, she was heaven’s own version of beautiful. She wore what must have been one of Angelica’s nightdresses, and it hugged her tits and ass in a way that made me instantly hard. Her waist was narrow, her hips generous, full, and soft. Her tits nearly spilled out from an embroidered, low neckline, the gauzy fabric giving me a tantalizing glimpse of dark nipples beneath.

      “I don’t like that you’re out here,” she said.

      I raised up on my elbow to get a better look at her, my mouth dry as I allowed my gaze to drift along the silhouette of her thighs beneath the light material. “You’re not getting rid of me.”

      “I mean, I don’t like that you’re out here. Please, come inside. Please come to bed.” She extended her hand and knelt down to offer it to me. “With me, Bors.”

      My willpower was shot. From the instant I’d laid eyes on her, I had been denying my most basic needs. The battle that raged inside me had been fucking relentless; I was strong, but I wasn’t made of iron. I needed to know her, from the fucking inside out.

      And I needed it now.
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        * * *

      

      She shut the bedroom door behind us, and I led her over to the bed. The room was almost pitch dark, but somehow the moonlight found her, casting an eerie glow over her pale skin. “Are you afraid?” I asked.

      “No,” she said, too quickly to be believable, her voice trembling.

      I slid my hand down her hips, making her squirm against my touch, and cupped her ass cheek hard in my palm. “You fucking should be.”

      Her emerald green eyes surrounded by dark lashes caught the moonlight and sparkled. “Take me. I want to know what it feels like to be taken. By you…”

      My cock throbbed with need for her, and I pressed it hard against her hip. “You won’t be able to stop me once I start. Tell me you understand that.”

      “I do.”

      “Say it.”

      Her breath was jagged and fearful. “I understand that you won’t be able to stop once you start.”

      I cupped her pussy and she gasped, rising onto her tiptoes, her eyes wide. She was already fucking soaked; I could feel it right through her night dress.

      “But once I ruin you, I promise I will put you back together, Sara. I will break you to make you whole.” I took her face in my hands and kissed her deeply and slowly, exploring her mouth and getting lost in her moans and sighs. It intoxicated me to know that no other man had done any of these things. Her virgin lips, her virgin moans, her virgin pussy—all of it was fucking mine.

      I slid my fingers up from her pussy, and took her nipple through the fabric, gripping it between my thumb and forefinger. “I will never hurt you more than you need to be hurt. Ever. You have my word,” I told her, and gave her tit a solid pinch.

      “Ow…” She wriggled against the pain, her eyes fluttering shut and her lips parting slightly in an ‘oh’. Her body responded and I knew in that instant that I was the luckiest motherfucker in the world.

      The tight knot of her perky nipple poked out against the semi-transparent fabric of her nightdress, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. I yanked it down off her shoulders and let it drop to the floor.  There she stood in front of me, in all her perfection and glory.

      “Fuck, Sara,” I said, taking her in as my balls pulsed with seed at the sight of her. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      Instinctively, she laughed softly and covered her bare breasts with her forearm. I didn’t like it. Her embarrassment had no place with me. I didn’t want her modesty—I wanted her raw and unfiltered need. I guided her arm away and said, “Never do that ever again. Got it? Never cover yourself in front of me.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded.

      “Good.” I took her in again and sank down on the bed, sitting on the edge as she stood while I explored her. Here and there on her body she had small, delicate beauty marks, and I moved to kiss each one as she squirmed and giggled, making me harder still than I was already.

      There was one above her left breast, one on her right thigh, one on the rim of her bellybutton. Beneath her left breast was a slight discoloration, a birthmark, but the light was too low for me to see it clearly. Her imperfections made her even more beautiful to me. Her body was a vision, and her long dark hair set off the whiteness of her skin.

      I drew her to me with one hand on her ass, making sure my fingers dug into the crease between her ass cheek and her thigh. She gathered up my shirt and pulled it over my head. In the moonlight, she traced the scars on my shoulder and chest. “You’ve been through a lot,” she said.

      I pressed my head against her chest, and taking one breast in my hand, guided her nipple into my mouth. She let loose a soft, feline growl as I sucked, then slowly, with one finger, I parted the lips of her pussy and her body trembled with pleasure. She was soaked between her thighs. Her scent filled the room, warm…sweet and salty at the same time, like the ocean on a cool evening. I dipped my fingers into her, gently but firmly, teaching her to know her own pleasure.

      With each touch, I memorized her response.  Her sounds.  Committing to the never-ending search for knowledge that would lead to her pleasure.

      I was charting the path with her, where no other man had ever or would ever tread. It was a fucking honor to explore her innocence, to know it would only ever be my cock inside her, my fingers penetrating her, my tongue on her flesh. Her clit swelled with each stroke of my fingers.

      Even as I breathed in my own delusion, I knew I was treading on dangerous ground.  Ground uneven and unsure for perfection like her yielding to a brute like me.

      Still, I’d lost my control. I could tell from the pattern of her breathing and the way she dug her fingernails into my shoulder that she was getting close. “You’ve never cum before, have you?”

      “No, never,” she whispered toward the ceiling, rocking back slightly on her heels. “But please, Bors. Please don’t stop…”

      The word stop had no place in the bedroom with us. “Never.” Keeping my fingers on her pussy, I guided her supple body down onto the bed.

      With my other hand I unbuckled my belt and unbuttoned my pants, freeing my rock-hard cock at last. Twisting, I pushed the pants away and rolled with her, positioning her knees on either side of my face.

      Then, kneeling before her, I gently penetrated her with my middle finger before placing my tongue on her clit. I went slow, alternating between circles around her swollen clit and using the flat of my tongue to compress it against her pubic bone. Her flavor burned through me like the devil himself was near.  I’d never tasted anything so pure, so perfect.  Her scent was a perfume nature created only for me.

      Her hand knitted into my hair and her back arched off the bed. I slid my other hand under her ass and placed one finger at the bud of her anus to make her know that I owned her, every fucking inch of her.

      As she got closer and closer to orgasm, I slowed my rhythm to make the intensity build. Her body said let me come, but my tongue told her not fucking yet. She poured wetness into my palm, a viscous, silky stream that made me so fucking hard I thought I might just tear her to pieces. I wanted to fucking wreck her. I wanted our cum on the sheets and her virginal blood mixed with it. But I took my time.

      Good things come to those who wait.

      With each roll of my tongue, she got closer. I added a second finger finding her magical rough spot inside and pressing my digit into it hearing her breath halt when I did. Her thighs trembled and she bit the edge of the pillow-case.

      Using slow strokes of my fingers, I stretched her walls and stimulated her from the inside, in unison with what I was doing to her with my tongue. Though she might not know the sound of her approaching orgasm, it was unmistakable. As I felt it growing near, I ate her out like a starved wolf, sucking and licking like I’d never get to taste her again. She tasted like fucking heaven. My own personal pussy heaven.

      With one final suck of her clit against my tongue, I felt her walls tighten around my fingers. She came hard and strong, roaring out my name as her body twisted up and off the bed, but I held her down. The walls of her pussy throbbed against my fingers, and she bucked and writhed, but I kept up my intensity, never slowing until I felt her body recoil and her voice break.

      Her sweet cunt was so sensitive in that moment, the pleasure became pain and it only made me harder knowing I’d taken her to this point and it would be my choice to bring her back.

      I withdrew, just far enough to wipe her pussy juices on her thigh, and then nuzzled my chin into the flesh between her openings. “You’re a fucking goddess.”

      “Oh, sweet lord above,” she panted. “What just happened?”

      As she came back to earth, I licked her clean, savoring the taste of her. She was honey-sweet at first, but salty on the finish. Fucking perfect.

      Before she had even caught her breath, she was already reaching for my cock. I growled with the pleasure of her touch as she explored my balls, softly and gently. Her tentative explorations made me all the more wild. I reached down to surround her hand in mine, showing her how hard to work my balls. She was a quick fucking study, too, and soon enough I felt a trickle of pre-cum spill from my cock. She automatically wiped it clean with her thumb.

      “Such a fucking good girl.”

      As she stroked me, she looked up, placing her chin against the muscles of my abdomen. I dragged my thumb down her soft, wet lips. “Tell me what you want to say.”

      One blink, two. “I want you to be…” She stammered. “I want you...and me…” Her breath caught in her throat. “I don’t even know the right words.”

      “Shh,” I said, pressing my thumb to her lips, hard enough to let her feel my impatience. “Just say what you feel.”

      “I want you to be one with me. I want to know you that way.”

      I cupped my hand around hers as she encircled my cock and made her grip me tighter. “You want me inside you.”

      “Yes,” she gasped. “I want you inside me.”

      About fucking time, it was true.

      I held back my chuckle at that thought.  How many hours had it been since I’d set my eyes upon her in town?  And yet, the waiting had felt like years.  The knowing had felt like decades.  In a matter of hours, this girl had entwined herself with me in a way I’d never thought possible.  In a way I could never undo.

      Reaching around, I arranged the pillows behind her head and laid her down on the bed. Beneath my palm, I felt her heart racing. Her eyes were wide, with enough fear and uncertainty to make me goddamned crazy to pump my seed into her and wipe that innocence right off her face. So, I placed my knees on the mattress and spread her legs around me. Then I placed the tip of my dick at the slick opening of her tight little cunt, happy that we’d already prepared it for what was to come.

      “Who do you belong to?”  I managed, through gritted teeth.

      Her mouth opened and the sweetest words I’ve ever heard drifted from her full lips. “I belong to you.  Make me yours…”

      “Oh, I will.  And your sweet virgin blood on my cock will prove it…”
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      His hands and lips were magic.

      The pressure of his cock had me seeing stars and angels and whispering words I’d only heard on rare occasions, drifting outside from the slurry voices of the pub.

      He pushed forward, so thick, impossibly so, but as I winced and moaned very soon part of him was inside me as my body opened to welcome him. He was attentive to my every moan and whine.

      Though it was all unknown to me, I wanted him to take my virginity like nothing else I’d ever wanted. I wanted to give myself wholly and fully to this man, who treated me like I was his most valued possession.  A stranger in nearly every way, yet the most familiar person I’d ever known.

      I knew it was wrong. Or was it?

      No one had ever told me to hold on to this part of me.  To keep it for marriage.

      No, my family provided nothing but the idea this part of me didn’t exist. As though I was born different, that no many would want me but with Bors I finally understood how untrue that was.

      He pressed forward, his body hard like his manhood that stretched me, and I gasped to catch my breath, gripping his massive biceps to tell him to go slowly, slowly.

      He waited there, just like that, trembling over me until I was ready for more, then he gazed down at me with such true adoration in his eyes that I felt I might melt into a pool of nothingness. “This? What you are giving me…is the greatest honor of my life.”  His words sounding as painful as what I felt between my legs.

      The pressure increased and I felt my body stretch even further to accommodate him. His cock was thick and massive. Though I had no point of comparison, I had to wonder if other men were endowed as amply as he was. It seemed unlikely. Surely, I would have heard wedding night horror stories of cocks so big they split a woman in two.

      “Are you okay, my angel?  A little pain is good. But I don’t want you in agony.”

      It did hurt, but in a way that gave me so much pleasure I could barely speak. I had no idea that pain could fuse into pleasure that way. “Please don’t stop…”

      “I told you once already. I will never stop.” He seethed as his lips tightened against barred teeth. “This is where I want to be. Where I need to be.” With those words, he drove himself deeper inside me.

      I felt resistance inside me and knew he felt it too, as he raised his face to me, giving me a smile.

      “You’re going to bleed.” He whetted his lips and took a deep breath that made his abdominal muscles ripple and flex. “I want no apologies for making a mess of the sheets. Your maiden blood is gold to me.”

      I knew so little of the world, but I trusted him completely to guide me through this. I was scared but exhilarated. I swallowed and gazed up at him. “Okay.”

      “Good girl,” he said. He reached down, his cock still halfway inside me, and took my hands in his on either side of my head, our fingers interlaced and his face above mine. With one quick gesture, he flipped us over so that I was sitting on top of him with my knees on the mattress. “Take it slow. Don’t take your eyes off me. Got that?”

      I nodded and felt the pressure increase. I breathed through the discomfort and slowly lowered myself further onto his thick, pulsing cock.

      He arched his head back, making his Adam’s apple ripple, and growled with his tongue on the roof of his mouth. “Fuuuuuuck yes.”

      Taking strength from his pleasure, as well as my own, I took a deep breath and lowered myself further, further, further. He gripped my hips hard and I watched his abdominal muscles tighten into a rippling board of eight rows.

      Once again, I breathed hard, lowering myself just a little further, and he growled in response as I took him deeper. A quick sting of pain made me cry out, just for a second, before succumbing to the pleasure fully.

      Whatever it had been inside me that was keeping him at bay finally gave way. As he entered me nearly to the base of his cock, I felt a hot rush of liquid spill from inside me and onto the two of us, and he plunged all the way into me, until we were one.

      Everything inside me felt like it was exploding at once—the pleasure, oh, my sweet Lord, the pleasure—it caused me to grip him so hard that I felt him hiss. That pleasure was so intense I believed sincerely that I would faint.

      Then just as soon as I began to get comfortable riding him, he flipped me again and slid all the way into me—as far as my body could take his massive cock. With every drive forward, bringing us together as one, I heard the squelching of my wetness as he stretched me.

      Every pump made my eyes roll back into my head. I wanted desperately to close my eyes and be swept away—but he was what grounded me. He was what guided me. He stayed true to his word and, forcing my eyes to stay open and locked on his, I let him take me, show me, teach me.

      His face was a study in raw tension.  His eyes bore into me, his jaw locked and set as that vein I saw in his forehead earlier pulsed and bulged as if to burst and I wanted to tell it I understood how it felt.

      He put his elbows on each side of me and kissed me as he ravished me—savage, intense, aggressive kisses that made my cheeks sting with the roughness of his stubble. There was no distance between our bodies; we were one in every way. From time to time, the pleasure would overcome me and the room would start to twinkle and shift, as if I had spent too long looking into a candle flame.

      In those moments, I lost myself and gave into the pleasure of his strength and desire. It felt so good, I thought it must be a dream. But it wasn’t. It was him, in all his glory. My pleasure belonged to him forever.

      “Fuck, Sara...” His voice was gruff, heady with exertion. “Come for me again. Let me hear you again. Your sounds… I’m so fucking drunk on you.” He doubled down with intensity, lingering inside me for one second, two, three, until I felt my body respond to him with throbs and flutters, and then the candle-flame blurriness overtook me again.

      My spine rolled and I lifted myself right up off the sheets, only to come back down against his huge hands, gripping both of my butt cheeks, digging into the flesh, almost painfully yet the pleasure was what drove me on. Again and again he took me, and again and again I screamed his name into his shoulder as he grunted and growled and I felt possessed by a primal beast of a man I’d only met earlier this day.

      I never imagined that anything could feel as good as having sex with Bors did. I surrendered wholly to his experience and expertise, and he ravaged me again and again that night, until I was a panting, messy, sated pile of sweat and cum.

      Once he sensed my exhaustion, he pulled back slightly, still inside me but again on his knees. Caging me in with his massive arms, he changed his rhythm and his eyes got serious and darkly alluring. Wherever he had taken me with all that bliss, I could tell he too was heading there. It was crazy to think that he had the self-control to resist the inhuman pull of that pleasure, all for my sake. Though my hips were sore and my body tired, I opened my legs even wider for him as I ran my fingertips down his chest. With each thrust into me, my body responded by clenching tight around him. The tighter I clenched, the more his eyes grew glassy with desire.

      “Oh fuck, fuck, Sara,” he said. He lowered his head and rammed into me with pounding thrusts that made the bed slam against the wall. “Fuck, yes. Tell me you’re ready to take my seed.”

      I wasn’t. Ready wasn’t even a word in my vocabulary at that moment. It wasn’t enough. It didn’t describe how I felt about him, how I felt about his seed, and he needed to know that. “I was born for you.  For this.  It’s my only purpose, now and always.”

      With a bestial roar, he unleashed his power into me. And as he did, I was taken to the brink of bliss and beyond.
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        * * *

      

      Afterwards, he embraced me from behind, with his arms wrapped around my chest so that my bosom spilled out onto his forearm. His chin rested on my shoulder and my hips nestled in the cradle of his huge, solid body. “Marry me,” he said.

      At first I thought he was joking, but when the silence stretched in the moments that followed I felt my heart clutch at the possibility. Me? Sara? Nobody wanted that of me. I tried to turn to look at him, but he held me so securely that I couldn’t turn at all.

      “Just say yes. Don’t think about it. I’m not sophisticated or educated. I have no high ambitions. But I promise you, Sara, with all my heart, I will give you everything that is mine. I don’t deserve you. I’m in a drunken haze right now which gives me the courage to ask.  Marry me, Sara.”

      “Bors…”

      “I promise to do my best, every day, to give you the joy you deserve and be the best man I can be for you. I know, we don’t go together.  You’re so young, sent from heaven and I’m road worn, scarred and have visited hell. But, you will be my everything, I’ll be the man I always wanted to be because of you. I know I can.”

      I pressed my lips to the inside of his huge, scarred bicep. I wanted so very desperately to say yes, right then and there. I wanted nothing more than to be his and his alone. I envisioned a life for us together in such vivid detail that I almost felt it had happened already. Like it was always meant to be.

      But then my eyes fell on the windowsill, and the world beyond. I knew that right outside where we lay, all knitted up together in the simple glow of our love, loomed the world with all its difficulties, conflicts, and complications. And yet with my whole heart I wanted a fresh start with him, somewhere—anywhere. I was his. He was mine. And I was angry that anything made it more complicated than that. But if there was one thing that I had learned from my family it was that being angry at your situation didn’t change anything.

      “In truth, I want nothing more. But life hasn’t taught me to expect happiness, or that just because I want something it can be so. Can I take some time?” I asked, tracing the veins on his arm with my fingertip, like the tributaries of some vast, powerful river. “Can I let fate guide me?”

      He nodded, and his stubble scraped against my cheek. “As long as you aren’t turning me down right away, I might just be able to sleep,” he said, with a smile in his voice. He gripped me tighter, like I was his most cherished possession, and I felt his breathing deepen and slow as he drifted off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Sleep didn’t come to me that night. He took me again, and again.  Filling me with his sticky release until it dripped out of me and I couldn’t fathom life without these feelings.

      Without him.

      In between our lust, I lay awake in his arms, watching the patch of moonlight creep over the bed until dawn found us locked together. The impossibility of marrying him weighed heavily on me. As soon as I felt him stir in the morning light, I whispered his name.

      “Shit, I feared it was all just a wondrous dream. Thank God for you,” he said sleepily. “Have you thought about what I asked?”

      If only it had all been that simple—if only things could be as easy as our dreams. “I’ve thought about nothing else. But my father will never give me to you. He will never consent. You know how things work, I need him to consent or our union will not be legitimate. Nor would our children. I could not bear that shame. Nor shackle them with it.”

      Bors’ muscles tightened at the mention of my father. “He doesn’t fucking deserve you. You know it.”

      “Perhaps not, but he is my father. No matter how much I wish that he weren’t. I want to be yours, but it will never be with his blessing.” I rolled over in his arms to face him. His hair was messy from sleep, his eyes bedroomy and irresistible. Against my thigh, his cock was hard and ready. He pulled me to him for a kiss and I felt the wet rush warm my inner thighs yet again. “So run away with me.” I told him as he released me from the kiss. “Take me away from this place.”

      He searched my face and his expression hardened. In that moment, I felt the distance between our years, but the wisdom and experience of those years drew me even closer to him. “A life on the run is no life at all,” he said. “I refuse to make our love a shameful, secret thing.”

      It made sense, certainly. But I didn’t see any other way. “So then tell me. What do we do?”

      “We hold our ground. We stay here. We make a life here. I make you my bride here.”

      What a dream that was. What a beautiful dream. “But how? What about my father? The church will never marry us without his agreement. The ways of things are as they are…”

      I knew the laws because of my sisters.  How a father had the right to decide the fate’s of his daughters I was unsure, but I was sure that the law was the law and I knew no way around it.

      Bors came up on one elbow and I sank down into the pillows, gazing up at him. “Your father might object, but I don’t give a fuck. Men far more powerful than him owe me favors. A day’s ride will get me to the garrison, where I can get permission from the council of the clan. Their approval overrides his claim on you. Then there’s nothing your father can do to stop us.”

      “I will come with you! We will go together.” I declared, but he shook his head.

      “I’ll be faster alone. Besides, the moors are full of dangers, and the thought that I couldn’t protect you...”

      “I’ll be all alone here, without you. I never want to be without you again.”

      He pulled me closer and held me tight. “It’s two days’ sacrifice, three at the most, for a lifetime’s happiness,” he said. “Angelica will keep you safe while I’m gone.”

      Even one day away from him seemed absolutely unbearable. I placed my palm to his chest and gazed up at him, admiring the strong angle of his jaw. “Let me come with you, please.”

      He shook his head. “I won’t risk your safety out there. And there’s no way I’m going to make it look like I’ve kidnapped you more than I already have.” He took a step into me, sliding his hand down my hip. “No matter how badly I’d like to.”

      I wanted to be his, lawfully or otherwise, and yet it was a debate I knew I couldn’t win—there was so much I didn’t know about the world and I deferred to his judgment, lacking any experience of my own.
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        * * *

      

      With a heavy heart and full of worry, I washed his skin using the warm basin that Angelica had left outside the bedroom door. Then I helped him pack his things and saddle his horse, and as he kissed me goodbye on the front porch of the little cottage, he slipped his hunting knife into my hand. “For your protection while I’m gone,” he said.

      “Come back to me.”.

      “You’re my home,” he said, gazing down at me, making me almost woozy with need. “You are where I belong.”

      After one more long, lingering kiss, he mounted his chestnut stallion, and I watched him ride down the King’s Highway, tears prickling my eyes, terrified that I would never see him again.
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      I stayed behind at Angelica’s, waiting for Bors to return as he promised. The moments were slow to pass, and I found myself checking the window over and over again to see if, by some strange miracle, he’d changed his mind and returned to me already.

      “I promise you, he’s riding hell-for-leather to get back to you,” Angelica said. She sat at the big pine table in the center of the kitchen, with bundles of dried herbs and plants around her, ready to be made into poultices and other medicinal potions and salves. On the hob above the fire simmered something in an iron pot, bubbling up with steam, making the room smell of lavender and sage. “I’ve known him many years and I’ve never seen the look in his eyes I see when he looks at you.”

      Though I wanted to believe what Angelica said, these feelings were so new and overwhelming that I didn’t know what to think. I sat down across from her and took a sprig of dried sage from the pile, plucking the tiny leaves off the stem. I was lost in my thoughts and found myself drawn back in time to the long summer afternoons when my sister Eden’s now husband was courting her, and she’d spend hours plucking daisy petals.

      He loves me, he loves me not…

      A noise from the garden startled both of us, lost as we were in our simple work. The crash of an overturning grain bucket was followed by the nervous clucks and warbles of her hens outside. Angelica raised her eyes to mine. “Are you expecting anyone?” She asked softly, in a barely audible whisper.

      I shook my head and swallowed hard.

      Angelica rose from her chair, careful not to let it squeak as she stood to look outside.

      A flat-handed thumping on her door made my heart jump into my throat. And then I heard it—the awful sound of my father’s voice. “Open this door, whore! You’ve no right to keep my daughter. She’s my property!” He sounded enraged with drink and I was terrified of what he might do. I heard other male voices, too, and knew he wasn’t alone.

      I pressed my hands to my face for a quick second, praying against hope that this was all just a nightmare. But I knew in my heart it wasn’t.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw a shadow, moving quickly. A moment later, a fist-sized stone crashed through the window over the wash basin and landed with an ominous thud on the floor. “Open the fuck up,” my father roared again. “I’ve come to take back what’s mine, you wizened old crone. I won’t let you defile her with your morals, or your dark magic.”

      Angelica pushed aside the rough woolen rug on the floor. She crouched low and wiggled two of the old pine floorboards free to create a space that was just large enough for a person to pass through. She pointed at the opening and I did as she’d signaled. As I lowered myself down into the crawl space below the house, I reached up and extended a hand for her to join me. But as soon as I’d suggested it, I knew it was foolish; Angelica clearly wasn’t even willing to abide such naivete, and within seconds the floorboards had been secured back in their place with the rug blocking the light from the knot holes in the floor. I crouched low on the cold, damp soil, listening to her footsteps and then the creak of the front door.

      “Afternoon, lads,” she said. “So, the fresh mead at the tavern has gotten your blood up, has it? It’ll be six schillings each. But ten for you, Milo. Even a woman like me has her standards.” A pause. “And you’ll each have to wait your turn, I’m not as young as I once was.”

      I heard a man’s laugh, then my father snarled: “You shut the fuck up!”

      The hard thumps of boots on the floor told me that there were a number of men with him. For years, I’d been nothing but a nuisance, but now that I’d begun to grow into a woman, here he was with a mob of drunkards trying to take me back. It made me feel disgusting and ashamed.

      “Speak, whore!”

      “Twenty, then!” Angelica strained; her voice was hoarse and shallow from what I imagined was my father’s hand around her throat.

      She was tough as nails, but one woman was only so strong against a group of men. I remembered then the knife that Bors had given me. It was heavy and cold in my pocket, its bone handle solid and intimidating in my palm. But it was useless to me and to Angelica both, and she wouldn’t thank me for revealing my hiding place.

      “Where’s my daughter, cunt? Where have you put her?”

      “She’s not here,” Angelica croaked. “She left at daybreak.”

      “To go where?” My father asked.

      Angelica gasped for a deep breath—he no longer had his hand around her throat, thank goodness. As she gasped, I felt like I was able to breathe a little better too, but only a little. “She’s gone to Westerville,” Angelica said, her voice gruff and strained. “Said she wanted to make a new life for herself. She said she never wanted to see her piece-of-shit father again.”

      There was a laugh again from one of the other men, but my father’s voice cut across it. “She’d never, you liar. She’s got neither the wits nor the guts. You’ve got her here. I know it. So, where the fuck is she?” I heard the ominous sounds of everything being swept off the table as Angelica screamed obscenities.

      But then a loud clang resonated through the house and I heard my father scream in pain. Through the floorboards trickled the tincture that Angelica had been simmering on the fire.

      “You bitch,” my father said. “I’ll see you pay for this!”

      “Get out of my goddamned house,” Angelica said. “All of you. Right now. Or I’ll slice the balls off every single one of you and feed them to the hogs.”

      There were grunts and muttered curses, but eventually the heavy footfalls moved towards the door. For a long moment, I held perfectly still, neither breathing nor moving. Then, after what felt like an eternity, I heard the sound of the rug shifting above me and a patch of light made me squint in the darkness. Angelica knelt down and offered me her hand. As I emerged from the hidey-hole, I saw her hair was mussed and her clothes crooked and disheveled, but I was grateful to see, otherwise unharmed…thanks to the gleaming meat cleaver that lay beside her.
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        * * *

      

      Angelica and I spent that day and the next laying low in her house. I pitched in around the cottage in order to help pay my way, and she complimented my cooking and my housework, thanking me for being such a help.

      When she did, I realized just how desperately I had ached to be appreciated—how much I needed not only the passionate love that Bors inspired in me but also the simpler and less complex affection of friendship. Over dinner, Angelica observed that I was starved for warmth and affection. And I knew she was exactly right.

      A second night passed, then a third day, and by the evening of the fourth I could tell Angelica was growing worried for Bors, too. She never said so aloud, but from her concerned glances at the window and the way she perked up anytime hoofbeats neared, it was clear to me his safety was of as much concern to her as it was to me.

      “The garrison is only a day’s ride away. He should have been back by now, shouldn’t he?” I asked as I worked my way through a pile of potatoes that needed peeling.

      Angelica nodded, worried, and untied her apron. “Let me see what I can find out,” she said as she gathered her things. “I have many sources of information around town. If something has gone wrong, word would have spread by now. You stay here, you understand?” Over her head she slipped a simple amulet that she wore on a thin leather strap. It nestled comfortably in her bosom. She wound her hair into a twist and fastened it at the nape of her neck.

      “I won’t go anywhere. I promise.”

      She eyed me knowingly. “No matter how curious you get, you must stay here.” She tapped the table for emphasis. “I won’t be more than a few hours. But in the meantime, don’t you dare leave this house.”

      “I won’t. I swear.”

      With that, she packed a satchel and I listened as the hoofbeats of her dappled gray mare bore her down the road, leaving me completely alone.
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        * * *

      

      But as the sun began to make its way back towards the horizon the following day, she still hadn’t returned. I was worried for Angelica and terrified for Bors. Staying there one more minute in the cottage was unbearable, and I decided to break my promise. At nightfall, hoping that the cover of darkness would protect me from any prying eyes, I braided my hair off to the side, and set out for the village in search of answers.
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        * * *

      

      The village tavern was called the Cock and Bull. From several hundred yards away, the raucous noise of revelers’ voices and the clink of glasses spilled out from the half-open windows. I knew it was risky to show my face there, since my father or any one of his friends might spot me, but it was a risk I had to take. All information about happenings in town were known there by Charmaine who tended to the liquor. And so, I conquered my fears and stepped through the door.

      The room went quiet when I walked in. Aside from the barmaid, the room was full of men. As their eyes fell on me, I saw a new expression—one that I was very unaccustomed to seeing: hunger. The hunger of he-wolves and bucks and stallions. The hunger of desire.

      “High time this village got a fresh pussy for us men to enjoy,” one of the men at the bar said as he laughed. The rest of the men in the pub seemed to grumble their agreement.

      Most of them were locals, but as my eyes drifted around the room I spotted a single table of five men, all unfamiliar to me, wearing the colorful garb of city folk, probably from one of the provinces closer to the capital, not like the well-worn drab linen and sackcloth that passed for clothing around here. The men stared at me with an air of arrogance that made me swallow hard.

      I could barely talk. “I’d never…”

      “I like a little protest when I pay for it,” one of the city men said. “If it’s too easy, it’s no fun at all.”

      His companions guffawed drunkenly, nodding their agreement, and a few of the locals twisted their lips into grins.

      I looked to Charmaine for help. I had known her most of my life if at arm’s length, but now even she looked at me with a new coldness in her eyes.

      Still, it was nothing compared to the way the men stared and I sought some comfort from her as I approached the bar. “We don’t allow your sort of women here.” She spoke as though ice had formed on each word.

      Suddenly, the logic of it all became clear to me. Angelica had tainted me by association. Because I was staying with the village prostitute, they thought I’d followed in her line of work. I was outraged for so many reasons—not least among them that I’d come to see Angelica as a kind and caring friend. What did it matter what she did to survive?

      Yet again, I knew my youth was against me. Appearances mattered and I’d tarnished mine.

      “I’m looking for Angelica,” I said to the barmaid. “Have you seen her?”

      “’Course I have.” She wiped down the bar with a dirty rag. “You’ll find her in the sheriff’s holding cell, getting no better than she deserves. She’s awaiting trial.”

      “Trial?” I gasped. “For what? She hasn’t done anything wrong. She’s a good woman. She gave me shelter when I had none, she gave me…”

      Charmaine cut me off. “Save your excuses, child. She’s being tried for witchcraft. They’ll burn her if she’s found guilty.”

      I could see I’d get no help or support from her, no matter that she was a woman, and I turned to go. But when I did, I found my escape was blocked by a half-circle of the city men that had gathered around me.

      Instinctively, I reached for the knife that Bors had given me, but I was too slow and the men too experienced for me to surprise them. One of them stepped forward and pinned my arms to the bar. “Please,” I begged. “This is all a misunderstanding. I’m not selling my body. I’m not a whore!”

      It was as if they couldn’t hear me at all, blinded as they were by frenzied lust. A second man hiked my skirt up and I felt his rough, greasy fingers on the inside of calf, then my knee, then my thigh, and I screamed at him to leave me alone, but it did no good.

      As they handled me, the barmaid’s voice rose above the hammering of my heart. “It was us who took Angelica to the sheriff. Everyone said she’d worked her dark magic on you. How else could something that had been so pure become so wicked?”

      Desperately, struggling against their grip as I begged them to stop, I searched for a means of escape, but I could find none. A third man stepped forward and clapped his hand over my mouth, then tore my blouse from my chest. My eyes filled with tears as I fought with all my might, screaming against his palm for help. But when I looked through the men, the barmaid had abandoned me, and the pub had emptied except for these strangers.

      These five men meant to take me by force, and I was utterly and completely powerless to stop them. I tried kicking them between the legs, but the fifth man grabbed my ankles. “Lads, this is going to be a fun ride!” He crowed as he reached down to undo the buttons on his britches.

      One of them grabbed hold of my breasts and forced me back onto the bar so that I was completely exposed to them all, and in that moment their lewd comments ceased, the pub falling silent.

      “Fuck me to hell, look at that—” The one who had me over the bar pulled his hands from my breasts like they’d been burnt.

      I felt the others fall back all at once. They scattered from me like cockroaches fleeing the light.

      “Get the fuck away from her, before she gets us all killed,” a second one said, his eyes wide. He looked like he might vomit at any moment, and the five of them moved in unison.

      I slumped as they scrambled for the door, leaving me alone and half-naked in the filthy pub, the tears streaming freely down my cheeks as I sobbed into my trembling palms.

      It took me mere moments to collect myself, straightening my torn skirt back around my legs as best I could, and as I did I tried to make sense of what had just happened, but it was impossible.

      One instant, they were heated with desire to take me against my will. Then the moment they saw me, I had repulsed them. I was grateful that they’d let me go, but also ashamed by how truly hideous I must be for my body to inspire such a change in five drunken men.

      Once I was able to stand, I did, and gathered up my torn blouse, pressing it to my bare chest as I ran back in the direction of Angelica’s, letting myself sob freely and openly under cover of night.

      Sure that Bors must have been repulsed.  After his lust faded, his need for release sated, he found an excuse and rode away desperate to be released from what was not clearly just a cunning man’s conquest of yet another virgin.

      He’d used me. Toyed with me when he asked me to marry him in jest.

      As the tears burned down my cheeks, I could almost hear his laughter in the wind.

      I truly was now a whore.
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      It had been one hell of a long ride. Muddy roads from the recent rains slowed my pace and my stallion went lame just as the garrison came in sight beyond the next valley.

      After I tended to my business and secured what I’d come for, I borrowed a bay mare from the stable master, who owed me a favor, and rode back with my stallion in tow. Every fucking minute away from Sara felt like an eternity.

      Now, as I rounded the corner and closed in on Angelica’s cottage, I slowed for what felt like the first time since I’d left her. Instead of the warmly lit windows I expected, the cottage looked cold and dark, and I knew there was something amiss. “Fuck.”

      I hopped off the mare and tied the horses to the post on the roadside. Then, approaching the house, I called out for Sara and Angelica, but got no answer. I drew my blade and went around the back of the cottage, keeping my steps centered and silent, listening for any sound at all.

      I entered the house from the rear door and lit an oil lamp in the corner. The kitchen was just as I’d left it. A check of the bedrooms revealed the same. A window on the first floor had been broken, but it had been covered with a board and there were no fresh shards of glass. There were no signs of struggle, but the house was empty. The whole situation was fucking eerie and it gave me a very bad feeling.

      Whatever had happened, it had caused both Sara and Angelica to abandon the safety of their home. A wave of panic and anger rolled through me. Sara’s father was behind this, I was sure of it. That son of a bitch. If he’d laid a single finger on Sara—or Angelica, for that matter—I’d kill him with my bare hands.

      Outside the window, a twig snapped. I kicked open the back door, blade brandished. I thought I was ready for anything, fucking anything, any fight, any confrontation…

      But I wasn’t ready for what I saw—not even fucking close. Starting down the garden path was Sara, barely illuminated by the weak moonlight. Her clothes were torn, her hair was a mess, and her shoulders were bare. Even in the dim light, I could see she’d been crying. Someone had attacked her. That much was crystal clear. And I swore to myself there and then, that whoever it was would beg for mercy before I cut them down.

      I slid my blade into its sheath, closed the space between us in three long strides and took her in my arms. “Tell me who did this to you. Tell me what happened.”

      “You’re back,” she said, her hand pressed to her lips, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Thank goodness, you’re back. I thought it was all a cruel joke…” She was unsteady on the uneven stones of the path and looked as though she might be about to fall.

      I dropped my blade and scooped her up in my arms. “What happened? Tell me. What happened to you?”

      At first, she tried to be strong for me, but I could tell from the way she embraced me that something, or someone, had terrified her. “I’m fine. Really, I am. Please don’t worry. I’m okay,” she said. She wiped away her tears with her small palm but still her lips and chin trembled.  “I was sure you’d left forever.”

      She was reassuring me too much for it to be the truth. Her words sounded forced... “Never.  Now, don’t lie to me, my angel. Tell me.”

      Sara shook her head. “Never mind me. I’m worried about Angelica. They’ve taken her—the sheriff is holding her on suspicion of witchcraft. They’re planning to try her. They’re out for blood, Bors. We have to help her.”

      Angry though I was, I wasn’t surprised. In this place, a woman who used her mind or her body was damn near guaranteed to be labeled a witch. But I’d known Angelica a long time, and I knew the sheriff, too.

      The situation wasn’t quite as bad as Sara might think. “If the townspeople are after her for witchcraft,” I told Sara, “the safest place for her tonight is in that holding cell.”  What she didn’t know, or could not have known, is the sheriff had been a discrete paying customer of Angelica’s in his days before he found his wife and from what Angelica confided, he was always decent as well as satisfied.

      She blinked up at me, as if searching my face to see if I was just trying to make her feel better.

      “Honest,” I reassured her. “The sheriff won’t harm her. She’ll be okay for tonight. So, now tell me what the fuck happened to you.”

      “Tell me what happened with the clan first, please,” she said. Still she evaded me. The more she dodged my questions, the more worried I got. “Are we getting married?”

      I realized I hadn’t even told her the news. There was much she needed to know, much I had thought about while I was away from her. But for now, I kept it simple. “We are. I have the decree.”

      She wrapped her arms around me and nestled her cheek against my chest. “Thank the good Lord,” she gasped. “Something good at least.”

      I carried her across the kitchen and laid her down on the daybed, kneeling beside her, with my arms still wrapped around her waist. The oil lamp illuminated her, so I could see her better; I saw no sign of injury, but she was clearly upset and her clothes were a mess. “I’m going to ask you one more time,” I said, barely containing my anger. “If you don’t tell me what happened, I’m going to take it into my own hands. And I’m not responsible for who gets hurt if I do.” I traced the cupid’s bow of her lip, forcing myself to be calm for just a few moments longer. “So tell me what the fuck happened.”

      Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and nodded. And finally did as she was told.
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        * * *

      

      My rage wasn’t red any longer. It was black. They’d put their fucking hands on my woman, my possession, my future wife. The thought of men anywhere near her made my blood fucking boil.

      I’d already sworn to myself that I would kill them—and I would fucking kill them. I’d tear them limb from limb and feed them to the wolves for what they’d done. But first, I had an even more pressing need: to claim her as mine, once and for all. What I was feeling was the most primal of all human impulses. It was only thing that mattered:

      Breeding her to make her mine forever.

      When I’d settled her, her arms looped around my neck. Her sweet, warm breath at my ear.

      “I want you inside me, my King. I need to feel all of you.” Her words echoed my own thoughts, her eyes flickering like green flames. “I want you, Bors. Feeling you filling me with your iron cock will make me feel better.  It will make me feel safe.”  Her words were hard, sure and they ignited a flash of the animal inside me, and there was no more holding back.

      I grabbed her roughly, flipping her over on the bed and pulling her up onto her knees in front of me. No other woman had ever or would ever exist; it was as if my past fell away entirely. In her, I had discovered both my purpose and my pleasure.

      Kneeling behind her, I parted her ass cheeks and licked the opening of her pussy. At the same time, I lightly rimmed her anus with my thumb, until it opened up enough for me to slide my thumb inside. I needed her to fucking know, to fucking feel, that any other man risked his goddamned life by even looking at her. The entirety of her belonged to me.

      “You are my possession, Sara,” I said between gritted teeth. “You exist to fucking worship me. My cock. You called me your King and that is what I will be.” I let her dark back entrance close and then parted her pussy with my thumbs, opening her up so I could tongue-fuck her properly.

      Between moans and whines, she said it over and over again, like the good little girl that she was: “I exist to worship your cock, Bors. I exist to fucking worship all of you…my King.”

      Her juices were all over my face and hearing her call me that had my cock tearing at the cloth that covered it to get to her. I ate her and her release covered me and I drank her down but the more I had of her, the thirstier I got. When she fell silent, panting, twisting and mewling in the lamplight begging for me to stop, I left her cunt just long enough to tell her again: “Fucking say it.”

      She ground out a long snarl with her tongue to the roof of her mouth. “I exist to worship...your cock.”

      I hiked up her skirt over her ass and yanked my pants down. I was so hard for her, and for the thought of breeding her, that my cock ached. Not even getting it out of my pants helped. The only salve for my throbbing cock would be the child I was going to fuck into her ripe womb. “Except it’s not mine, baby. It’s yours. This thick, pulsing, cum-filled cock,” I said, feeding it to her cunt, “This cock is yours as much as you are mine.”

      Her toes curled behind her and I smacked her ass hard with the palm of my hand, making her buck against me. Fuck yes. “That’s for what happened earlier.”

      She arched her head back, making her hips rise and letting me in even further. “I swear they didn’t touch me there,” she panted. “I promise.”

      “I said I believed you. Don’t make me say it again.” I sounded angrier than I intended; she wasn’t the object of my rage.

      Not directly.

      But she was going to feel my wrath, my protection, my need, because of what had happened. And young though she may be, she was strong. I knew she was woman enough to take all of me. I ground my hips against hers, hitting her special place with the shaft. “They fucking thought about raping you and no man, ever, will think about you like that again. I will keep you pregnant until you can bear me no more children,” I said. “Every night and every day, I will claim you as mine.”

      With one arm, I hooked her over her hips and pulled out slightly, making her think the roughest fucking was done. If only she knew. Without warning, I rammed her fully and deeply, listening to her grunt and seethe as the furthest wall of her pussy pushed back against my cock.

      I wanted to ruin her, but ravaging her would have to suffice. She screamed into the cushions of the daybed in pleasure and surprise. She was soaking wet and ready for her mate. I took her nipples between my fingers as I drove into her from behind. My thigh muscles slapped hard against her ass with every drive. She made the naughtiest moans with every squelching pump. “From this moment,” I said as I pounded her, “no man has the right to think about you in that way. You’re mine. Is that understood?”

      She moaned out an affirmative noise, but it wasn’t enough.

      “Say it,” I roared, as I pummeled her with one hard drive after another.

      “I understand,” she said into the pillow. “Please...”

      She was young. She was going to require some teaching. “Say it,” I said again.

      “I’m yours,” she snarled into the mattress.

      “Fucking right, you are.”

      I took her from every angle and in every direction. I fucked her on her knees, on her side, over the back of the chair. I used her body like the tool for my pleasure that it was.

      My first orgasm was so intense that I nearly blacked the fuck out. All I could imagine was my baby in her womb, and sucking milk from her full, dripping breasts. Mine, fucking mine.

      Over and over again I came into her, shooting so much seed into her pussy that my balls throbbed with each orgasm. But that didn’t stop me. I fucked her until she was exhausted and then I fucked her some more. I came so many times inside her that I lost count. The roughness and hardness of my life was no longer any barrier between us, because every battle had been fought in order to bring me to her and bring us to this moment. I fucked away all her pain and all of mine.

      With each orgasm I had, I purified myself. With each pulse of cum, I baptized her in my seed.
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      I came for him so many times that the only word I knew was his name, the only thing I knew was his dick inside me.

      His hardness was the balance to my softness.  His years the wisdom my youth craved.  His scars the wounds of his life I would heal.

      His power and intensity took my breath away. The way he ravaged me was different from the way we’d made love before. Every action was wilder, as if my being in danger had unleashed his primal needs.

      With each of the many new positions he taught me, he showed me new kinds of pleasure and new ways to inhabit my body and my womanhood. I absorbed his intensity, taking it deep within my womb and my soul. He made me feel powerful and cherished in myself and as myself, raw and uninhibited. With him, I had to make no apologies. With him, I felt powerful and visible.

      With expert hands, he manipulated my body as he needed it to be. I had always thought sex was a simple thing, a hurried act of mounting and rutting, but it was so very much more than that. It was musky sweat and semen, lips and muscles, sweet kisses and hungry licks.

      It was slow, it was fast. It was hard and it was soft. It was yes to the very edge of no. It was everything I never knew I craved before.

      Beyond my own pleasure, I discovered new things about his needs as well. I discovered I had the power to take him to new heights—to make him shiver, beg, and groan. When Bors had me on my back, holding me close, I dragged my fingernails down his massive back, hard enough to make him hiss into my ear. And as I got to the dip where his solid and beautiful buttocks met his back, his rhythm changed, his thrusts slowed and deepened, and he came hard inside me once again. Those deep and slow orgasms didn’t earn me the bobcat’s roar that his others did; these were softer, quieter, and more vulnerable. I adored every noise he made, every way he was.

      “I love you,” he said, as he took me again, this time with me slightly on my side and one knee pressed towards my chest. “I was so worried when I couldn’t find you.”

      Reaching up to his sun-beaten face, I ran my fingertips over his rough cheek. “I love you. I never meant to worry you.”

      He swallowed hard. “If anything ever happens to you, Sara, I’ll lose my fucking mind.”

      In the flickering light of the oil lamp, I watched his expression change. His eyes closed and his jaw tightened. He wrapped one massive arm around my folded knee and plunged into me so deeply that my eyes rolled back in my head.

      With two fingers, he made me come for him yet again, and this orgasm was even more powerful than all the rest—a universe-shaking tidal wave of pleasure that made me disappear into myself. Against the walls of my sex, his cock pulsed, and I felt him spill his cum into me one more time.
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        * * *

      

      Once we were well and truly spent, both of us sweating with lusty exertion, he covered me with a blanket on the daybed and then prepared an area for us before the fire. His movements mesmerized me. Each gesture was so confident and powerful. So magnetic and sexy. He arranged a pile of cushions and blankets before the fire, which he fueled with one log after another.

      “Angelica won’t like that we’ve used half her wood,” I said, admiring the way the firelight illuminated the valleys of his rock-hard abs.

      He scoffed with a deep chuckle. “You think I give a shit about firewood when it comes to my woman? I’d burn down this whole goddamned village for you.” He twisted and added yet another log to the blazing fire lighting up the dim room as through it was mid-day.

      Another log he added, and this one was pine, and its pockets of resin made the flames sputter and spark.

      A roaring fire was a little thing, but it felt enormous. To me, it represented so much. And in that instant, I had a real sense of what life would be like with him—I would be warm, safe, and cared for. It was more than I could possibly allow myself to hope for.

      He scooped me off the daybed, still wrapped in blankets, and lay me down before the fire where he joined me. The light from the blaze showing me the hard angles of his face. The depth of his scars and the devotion in his eyes.

      I gazed up at him, so dreamy and lovestruck that it made me dizzy. But I focused on the deep brown chasms of his eyes and found my center again. “So, tell me everything. They gave us permission? We can marry?”

      He nodded, knitting his big hand into my little one, so that each of his fingers slid between the gaps in mine.

      “I told you they would, and they did.” Now he raised his eyes to look at me. His look was serious and intense. “There’s fuck all your father can do to stop us. You have my word.”

      Bors got up slightly on one elbow and grabbed his britches, keeping one hand always clasped in mind. From the pocket he took a folded piece of parchment and placed it beside me. I opened it up, intimidated by the words and sentences on the page. Much of it unreadable to me as there were legal words and phrases that were far beyond my level of learning. But I understood the most important part: in the middle of the page were our names, written out in careful, round hand. Our right to marry was ensured by the wax seal of the clan leader.

      I was overjoyed but still, deep down, a bit unsure. Though Bors seemed certain, I knew that my father couldn’t be trusted. From the way he had behaved when he came to look for me and Angelica hid me away, I worried that a simple piece of parchment would do nothing to stop him from taking me back. And yet, along with that parchment, I had Bors and all his power. That, at least, I knew my father could not contest.

      And I truly had no idea why. His treatment of me over the years told me he should be over joyed that someone would take me off his hands, yet he seemed desperate to keep me and my confusion tightened around my throat.

      “I’ll give you a good life, Sara. I’ve saved nearly every penny I’ve earned. We will have plenty. Together, we can build the livery and have something strong enough to support us as we grow old. We will not be royalty, but I will treat you like my queen.” He brushed a lock of my hair aside and wound the end gently around his finger once and again. He pulled me to him and nestled his nose into the hair at the top of my head, inhaling deeply and slowly as he placed a protective kiss on my forehead. “I will provide for you. And,” he said, moving one hand down to my belly, “for our children.”

      I felt so happy and so joyful that I didn’t even know what to say. Somehow, I managed a whisper, “Thank you.” As I nestled into his arms, I let myself get lost in his strength, the warmth of the fire, and my hopes and dreams of the future.

      I envisioned our home, our garden, our animals and the joy and anticipation of carrying his children. That anticipation, I knew, might be far shorter than I’d expected. Though I may not know a great deal about the mysteries of the flesh, I knew well enough that I might already be with his child.

      A boy, I was certain.

      He’d have Bors’ smile, and my eyes. I could already imagine the pattern I would follow to embroider his swaddling clothes.

      Bors shifted, rising up on his knees, and I saw the hunger on his face, knowing with a clutch in my belly that he meant to take me again. Though I was sore, and my sex still thrummed with the orgasms he had given me, I opened my legs willingly and without hesitation.

      I was and would always be his, to do with as he pleased.

      He ran his tongue over his lips as he looked down at me. As he rolled my nipple between two of his fingers, he bit his lip as if to share in the pinch. “Every time I’ve had you it’s been so dark,” he said. “Not this time, though.” He glanced at the roaring fire that illuminated the room. “This time, I won’t miss a fucking thing.”

      He positioned me on my back, with a cushion beneath my hips so that my breasts spilled back, high onto my chest. For a long moment, his eyes stayed locked on mine. Our gaze unbroken and smoldering, his cock grew thick and hard against my thigh.

      “Let me look at you,” he said, breaking away from my gaze. I watched him study my neck, my shoulders, my breasts. “I want to memorize every last…”

      Bors stopped cold. All at once, everything about his demeanor and behavior changed. He drew back and yanked his hands away from me, just as the man had done in the pub had done when he’d torn my blouse from my body.

      My heart plummeted and an instantaneous, instinctive sob got caught in my throat. He looked at me with the same shock and horror that the men who intended to rape me had. The true sight of me made men recoil. It was one thing when it happened with complete strangers, but now, in the arms of the man I had fallen for so deeply, I felt unspeakably horrified and ashamed of my body.

      Of myself.

      Embarrassed and ashamed, as well as confused, I drew my hands to my chest to shield his gaze. “Please don’t look at me that way. You said you loved me, but now, the way you look at me, I feel like a spectacle.”

      Before I could get away from him to be alone with my shame, he seized my wrists firmly but not roughly. He prized my hands from my breasts and lifted my left breast, looking beneath it. “Sara, this mark…”

      “What can be so awful about a birthmark?” I sobbed, trying desperately to cover myself with the blankets. “Please stop that, Bors. Please stop looking at me that way.”

      Letting go of my wrists, he searched my face—for what, I did not know. “You’ve never seen it, have you?” He asked, withdrawing from me even further. “You don’t know what you are, do you?”

      I couldn’t bear such shame. “I have seen it, when I was a child, before my body grew. It is a purple splotch. Is a mark so horrible? You speak of me like I’m a beast. I don’t know what you’re talking about. Please,” I sniffled as the tears trickled down my cheeks. “Please just leave me alone.”

      He didn’t. Instead he rose, naked before me. He placed his hand to his jaw and dragged his fingers down his stubble with a sandpapery hiss as he stared at me.

      I closed my eyes tightly and rolled away from him, curling into a fetal position and sobbing into the pillow. My shame and heartbreak merged into the purest sort of pain. I felt like a blind leper, unable to know my own body’s horrors and deformities, repulsive to the man I had been fool enough to love.

      Stupid girl.
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      In one second, she went from being my future wife to my future queen.

      Beneath her left breast she bore the unmistakable mark of the stolen royal—a crescent moon with a star in its hollow. I had seen the image many times over the past eighteen years, on banners that hung from the castle battlements a hundred miles to the east, and on the royal crier’s ornamental shield that he carried into the many towns closer to the royal castle on every anniversary of her disappearance.

      Hear ye, hear ye, one and all. Should any subject of this kingdom see this mark upon the body of a young woman, present the woman before King Rowan, for she is the lost daughter of the realm and the heir to the throne. Hear ye, hear ye…

      I was fucking stunned. I could hardly believe it, and yet it wasn’t hard to believe at all. She’d been my princess from the beginning. This was just confirmation of what I’d known in my gut all along.

      “Bors, please! Please stop looking at me that way,” she said when she turned from where she’d fallen into a ball on the daybed, now nearly hysterical with confusion. “Why do you look at me so? Why do I feel like I am untouchable?”

      Untouchable is exactly what she was.

      Royal, chosen, fucking blessed by God himself.

      In her presence, I was less than nothing. All the instincts that had told me I wasn’t good enough for her were true.

      More true than I could have imagined.

      All of my dreams for the two of us, all my plans for the future, blew up when I laid eyes on that mark. She might as well have stabbed me through the heart. I had dirtied the missing royal child with my blind lust for her and ruined her future. I had no claim on her at all. It didn’t matter if I had a thousand goddamned decrees from the clan council, it wouldn’t change the truth.

      Their authority would never take precedent over the authority of the king. I was Sara’s subject, not the other way around. My permission to marry her was worthless; such things made no difference to the king and the queen. Decrees were common documents for common men. I knew as I stood there, taking it all in, that I was going to lose her forever.

      She held the bedclothes to her chest, still trying to shield herself from my gaze, while also reaching out for me to try to get me to come back to her. Clearly, her confusion was no act. Someone must have known her true identity, but Sara sure as hell hadn’t.

      But as her subject, it was my duty to tell her the truth. It didn’t matter if my punishment was a broken heart or death. As if there was any fucking difference.

      I dropped to one knee beside her, genuflecting in submission. Though I knew I was unworthy of even touching her skin, I also knew it was my duty to comfort her as best I could. The whole fucking thing made me feel like I’d been whiplashed. But it didn’t matter how I felt. Not at all. She was what mattered—now, always. And so, I swept her tears aside to try to calm her. “Please don’t cry, your highness.”

      She searched my face, puzzled and embarrassed. Her smile broke through her sadness and confusion. “Stop that. I’m no such thing.”

      Now I made sure she could tell I was serious, deadly serious. “You are though, Sara. Your mark....” I nodded toward where she held the fabric to her bosom. “I am not repulsed.  I am in shock.”

      Her hand instinctively went to her ribcage beneath her full, ample breast. “That’s crazy. So, it’s just a mark…. It’s not…”

      “It is.”

      She wasn’t hearing me; she couldn’t. “I’m just a girl from the village, Bors. You know that.”

      She was anything but just a girl, princess or not. Still, I knew I was going to have to prove it to her. I glanced around the room. There was hardly any evidence of Angelica’s profession, but one important thing sat on the mantel: a small, round looking glass.

      Rising from next to Sara, I took it and handed it to her. The silver beneath the glass had crackled slightly, and the edges of the pattern made reflections from the firelight scatter around the room. “See for yourself,” I said, again dropping to one knee.

      “Stop this nonsense right now,” she said, a bit impatiently and angrily as she snatched the mirror away. “I’ll prove it to you.” She dropped the bedclothes from her chest and placed the mirror beneath her creamy, full breast. I knew that I should look away—it was a capital crime to look at a naked royal body. But I couldn’t drag my eyes off of her.

      “Look,” she said, as she angled the mirror to see for herself. “It’s just a…” Her lips parted, and her eyes went wide. She was as floored as I had been. She’d had no idea of who she really was.

      With her first finger, she delicately traced the moon and then raised her eyes to me. Though I knew I should look away, there was not a fucking chance. Sara lowered the mirror and stared at me. “This has to be some sort of mistake. It’s a birthmark, nothing more.”

      If the birthmark hadn’t been enough, looking at her now left zero doubt in my mind. She had the same black hair as King Rowan. And those crystal-clear green eyes were the same as the stories of the first queen, the queen who had died in childbirth.

      How many songs had been sung about Sara and her mother both? And now here she was. “It’s you. You’re the stolen child. Surely someone in your family must have known.”

      She tossed the mirror away and reached out to me, trying to draw me to her again. “None of that matters, Bors. None of it. Please, please listen to me. All my life I have been dreaming of you, without even knowing such happiness could exist. And now I’ve found you, it makes no difference who I was once. No one needs to know. Nobody will see me like this, nobody but you.” She wrapped her arms around me, holding me close. But I was rigid as a knight in full armor. “Hold me,” she said. “Please hold me. Forget what you’ve seen.  I’m just me.  Sara.”

      I could not. I could not touch her in the way I had once, not ever again. It was fucking agony but there was nothing I could do to change what she was, or what I was. We were subject and ruler; no matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t breed her into commonness. “You need to sleep, my lady.”

      She held me tight, panicked and angry. “Stop acting like you don’t know me,” she said, halfway between a sob and a yell. Her chest heaved hard against mine with each deep inhalation. “I’m still me, Bors. Please. Take me in your arms. Make love to me,” she said, now sobbing freely. “Let’s just pretend that none of this has happened. Please. You like when I beg, yes?  Please, please. Let’s go back to the way it was.”

      “What you’re asking is impossible,” I said, and pulled free of her embrace. I took a bundle of blankets from the floor, gathering them around her, averting my eyes from her flesh.

      On one hand, I was shielding her royal body from my common gaze, but the blankets had another purpose—the sight of her skin made me fucking wild and I knew that I wouldn’t be able to restrain myself.

      Sara’s emotions overcame her, and she sobbed into the bedclothes, curling back into that little ball she’d made when first I saw her birthmark and pulled away from her in shock.

      I couldn’t begin to imagine what she must be feeling, but her body language was clear—she felt rejected that I hadn’t met her desire with my own. It fucking killed me to think that my actions were hurting her.

      Mixed with my agony at hurting her was an overpowering rage at the thought of losing her for good. I felt like punching through every fucking wall of the cottage—a happy life with her had been so close, but now it was so goddamned far away that I could barely imagine it.

      Turning away from her and looking out into the dark garden, I tried hard to focus on my duty to her as her loyal and devoted subject. To serve her as my future queen, I needed to shove my feelings aside. My only job now was to see her safely back to where she belonged.

      “Tomorrow we ride for the castle. Your father has waited too damned long for you to be kept waiting one more day than is necessary.”

      In response to my plan, she sobbed hard into the pillows. Well fucking done, I thought to myself.

      She didn’t need plans of action. She needed comfort. And that, at least, I could provide. I sank to my knees beside her once more, powerless to stay away. At first, she was stiff with anxiety and sadness, balled up with her back to me. But the longer I held her, the more she melted into me. Slowly, as I caressed her and soothed her, her sobs lessened and her tears slowed.

      I gently rolled her onto her back and dried her tears. I placed my forehead against hers, feeling the dampness of her tear-stained cheek against mine. I was close enough to kiss her and fuck, how I wanted to taste her—princess, queen, love of my life. I wanted to taste all of her, but I managed to resist. “Sleep, my love,” I whispered. “You have to sleep.”

      She nodded, and then closed her eyes. The firelight made her tearful lashes glisten like onyx dusted with gold.
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        * * *

      

      I sat vigil beside her, alone with my anger. I’d fought so many battles, endured so many injuries, but never had I felt pain as deep and intense as I did in that moment. I wanted nothing but her, and now I knew I would never have her. But as the hours passed and the fire grew low, my grief turned to rebellion. I could not accept losing her as my destiny. Not a goddamned chance.

      There had to be a way for us to be together. My position in society was low and common. My plans for the future absurd when they included a woman of her status. But for all the things I couldn’t offer her, I knew that what I could offer was as true as it had ever been. I fucking loved her, and I always would.

      My delusion was strong.  Stronger than the truth in this moment. I would find a way for us to be together. And I would begin by seeing her back to her rightful home, to do right by her father, King Rowan.

      As I studied her face, peaceful in sleep, I promised that I would honor her and protect her, cherish her and care for her, come what may. Good or bad, war or peace.

      Forever.
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        * * *

      

      Hours before dawn, a noise broke the silence—furtive, quick footsteps on the path outside. From the sound of the movements, I knew it wasn’t Angelica coming home.

      I listened. There were at least four men, maybe more. They approached the house from the front, and though they were trying to be quiet, they weren’t nearly quiet enough. Whoever they were, they weren’t professional thieves. But that didn’t mean danger was not coming to the door.

      I pulled on my britches and drew my blade from its sheath. I locked the front door from the inside before they could reach it, and then exited the cottage from the back, outflanking them as I had done so many times in battle. There were five, along with a bound and hooded hostage.

      The light was too dim for me to see their faces, but I knew damned well who they were. Sara had told me five men had surrounded her at the pub. They’d seen her birthmark just as I had. And now here they were, hoping to cash in on their prize.

      But not on my watch, they weren’t. Fuck no.

      Even so, I smiled. I’d silently promised myself that I would pay them back for what they’d done, and now they were here to collect on that oath. Sara was a princess, and she was my woman, and I would bring her justice.

      Rough justice.

      I crept up behind the one nearest to me, grabbed him from behind and slit his throat. The familiar gurgle of exsanguination, and the smell of the blood, brought back a thousand godawful memories of battle, but I kept my focus and moved on to the next man.

      This one put up a better fight, but I made short work of him and dropped him on the ground with a twisting stab to the heart.

      The other three froze while the hostage squirmed on the garden path. His feet had been hobbled and I could tell from the noises that he made that he was gagged under the hood. I spun my knife in my hand and broadened my stance. “Which one of you motherfuckers is next?” I asked.

      One leaped forward, and I cut him down with a slice across his face that left him bloodied and screaming on the floor. The next used the moment of distraction to make his attack, but I kicked at his crotch and he doubled over as I brought my knee up to connect with his nose. The third turned and tried to run, but in three strides I was behind him, and ran the knife through the back of his throat. As he lay dying, I returned to the two I’d dispatched, and slit both their throats, then wiped the knife on my britches.

      When I was sure they hadn’t woken Sara, I approached the hostage. I dragged him out of the shadow of the magnolia into the moonlight, and pulled off his hood. Staring up at me was the bloodied and bruised face of Sara’s father, in way worse shape than he’d been when I leveled him days ago. Someone had kicked the ever-loving shit out of him. I yanked the gag free and he coughed and sputtered in a pathetic heap at my feet.

      I crouched beside him, keeping my knife blade in full view. “What did you tell them?”

      He spat out a mouthful of bloody spit. “Nothing.”

      What a useless son of a bitch. I put the point of my knife to his forehead and dug it in, just deep enough to make a trickle of blood slide down his face. “Do I look like a guy who likes to repeat himself?”

      “Okay, okay,” he babbled. “I told them everything, along with the other men from the town who was with them. Those city folk had seen the mark on her. They came looking for her. I told them I’d been paid off to take her when she was a baby. I’ve always known who she was. They planned to take both me and her to the king, after killing you first.”

      Still with my knife point on his forehead, I glanced over my shoulder. “Bad plan. Worse execution.”

      “Listen. If you keep quiet about this, I’ll cut you in on the stipend I get every month for keeping her. I’ll help you bury the bodies.  No one will know.  You can even fuck her sometimes, just as long as I also get to...”

      I hated him. Fucking hated him.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I said, and shoved the gag back into his mouth. I stared down at him, trying desperately to resist the very real urge to eliminate this fake father problem from Sara’s life.

      But I’d spilled enough blood for one night without going overboard. Excessive force wasn’t exactly my thing, and besides, the thought of explaining it to Sara didn’t fill me with excitement. Once I’d checked his bindings and replaced his hood, I went inside and gently awakened her. She opened her eyes and smiled up at me, and I broke the bad news. “We need to go. Now.”

      “What?” She asked, sleepily and confused. “Why?”

      The five city folk had been willing to attack at night, but I had no doubt that someone else from the town would try their luck as soon as it was light. “Because you’re in danger. And the longer you are here, the bigger that danger becomes. People know, more will come for you.”

      They will kill me and take you is what I wanted to tell her, but I saw no benefit.  Her safety was my only purpose now. Even if it meant my life would be forfeit.

      She got to her feet, half-wrapped in a blanket. “But what about Angelica? We can’t just leave her there. She needs our help, Bors.”

      I gathered up my riding tack and pulled on a shirt. “We can’t risk it. We’ll send someone back for her, I promise.”

      Together we hustled out of the house. I did my best to protect her from the pile of bodies, but there was no way I could hide the other part of the bad news I hadn’t yet delivered. Her father might be hooded, but he was so scrawny that he was hard to mistake for anybody else. Sara spotted him and gasped, but I hoisted him up by his bindings and slung him over my lame stallion’s back like a sack of grain. “Please don’t tell me that’s who I think it is,” Sara said.

      I was honor-bound to serve her, so I didn’t tell her a thing. “As you wish, your Highness,” I said. I lifted her up onto the bay mare, mounted behind her in the saddle, and then grabbed the reins of my stallion as we took off into the night.
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      My body ached as we made slow progress under cover of darkness. Though we stuck to the road as far as it went, we soon found ourselves cutting across the moorland, picking our way by lamplight around boulders and dips that threatened to unmount us. I was unaccustomed to riding for such long hours, and I was sore from lovemaking with Bors. We rode two-in-the-saddle together on his borrowed mare, and I felt each step the horse took deep into the center of my being.

      My heart ached, too. Since the moment he saw my birthmark, Bors had treated me as if I were a completely different woman. Even now, even when he couldn’t see my face, with my chest pressed against his back and my legs open around his body as we rode, I could feel his coolness and formality.

      Everything he did was matter of fact and distant now. The way he lashed my father to the stallion, he could’ve been lashing down potatoes or a sack of wheat. The way he refilled our canteens of water, he might as well have been a stranger helping a fellow traveler on the road. At first light, we came to a village, and he dismounted, leaving me on top of the mare. He wouldn’t even look at me, as if even his gaze might cause some insult to my family name.

      “Look at me. Please.” I felt the tears stinging my eyes.

      For one instant, he did. And in his eyes I still saw the light and heat he’d had the first time we met. I felt my stomach summersault with hope and desire. He loves me… And yet, just as quickly as his look had warmed, it cooled again, and he looked at me with removed politeness… He loves me not.

      The village where we had stopped was quiet in the morning light. Bors halted the horses outside a traveler’s inn, where the groom emerged rubbing the sleep from his eyes, tucking in his shirt and trying to comb his messy hair with his fingers.

      Bors extended a hand to greet him. “Morning, Finan.”

      The young man lit up. “Morning, sir.”

      “Get these two watered, will you? And once you’ve done that, I’ve got a favor to ask.”

      Like a stupid, naïve girl, my mind went to all sorts of possibilities about the favor—a rented room, a featherbed. But I was being foolish and selfish. Bors remained focused on the problems at hand, and he paid the groom a small sum to be a runner and take word to the neighboring village, to an old friend of his from the clan. “There’s a woman named Angelica, being held by the sheriff. Tell them I vouch for her character. They’ll know what to do from there.”

      The boy, Finan, nodded dutifully and pocketed the coin that Bors had paid him.

      In order to remount the mare, Bors had to help me down first. He tried hard not to make eye contact, but I was in his arms and it was impossible for him to do otherwise.

      “Thank you for doing that for her,” I said, once I was behind him again.

      “She is my friend. A loyal and devoted one. I’d never let anything happen to her,” he said. And then he turned away.

      While I was on the ground, I checked on my father. He had been in and out of consciousness as we rode. Now, he was sobering up and clearly suffering the consequences—not only of being badly beaten by the men who aimed to take me, but also paying the price for a terrible hangover. I unfastened the gag from his mouth and helped him to drink some water. And then rejoined Bors on the mare.

      Back on the road, we had to slow our pace to wind our way through a narrow forest path. I tucked my chin against Bors’ shoulder, and felt a desperation to get him to talk to me the way he had before—dreaming together, envisioning a future. I ached to get things to go back to the way they had been. “Tell me more. Tell me anything. Tell me about the livery.”

      His body stiffened and he shook his head, drawing air through his full lips into a deep sigh so that his massive shoulders lifted my chin up slightly and then lowered it again. “Sara. Don’t.”

      I gripped him more tightly from behind, caressing his chest and abdominal muscles. Once again, he tried to move my hand, but this time, I held firm. His hard body relaxed ever-so-slightly against my soft tummy and breasts, and I embraced him with all my might. Though it hadn’t been my intention, my forearm pressed against his loins. His cock responded to me, becoming hard and firm in his pants.

      His low, brief growl rumbled through him and into me. On the outside, he was preserving appearances by being polite and cool. But under the surface, my beast was still stirring for me. He still wanted me, and I still yearned for him. And I took much comfort from that.
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        * * *

      

      Late in the day, as the shadows lengthened with the setting sun, I asked Bors to stop because I was so tired that I could barely keep my eyes open. I was exhausted and I knew he must be, too; I, at least, had slept a little during the night, but he had not. He agreed at once to stop, though it frustrated me that he seemed to take it as an order to be obeyed, and he set to work readying a campsite for us. I did my part as well, helping to get the horses fed and making sure we had enough dry kindling to last us through until morning.

      Night came on fast, dark and foreboding, but I felt safe and secure beside Bors. Over the fire, he cooked two freshly skinned rabbits that he had caught with a foot snare. Across the fire from us sat my father, who had, unfortunately, gained a lasting consciousness thanks to the mouthwatering smell of the roasting meat.

      A ceaseless pummeling by a band of kidnappers and a day’s hard travel had done nothing to make my father any kinder. He was, if anything, more awful than ever before.

      “Now you know the truth,” he said, gnawing at a rabbit leg. “You should thank me for not fucking you years ago. It’s my right, after all. You’re not my daughter; you were always just a burden. Hardly worth the coin I took for your care. Worthless cunt.”

      I glanced at Bors, whose nostrils were flaring like an angry bull’s right before the charge.

      “Don’t you fucking speak to her—”  He spat back already pushing to his feet when I reached over and gripped his wrist.

      “Bors,” I said. “Do not attack him again.”

      “As you wish, your highness,” He grunted, his body hard but he shifted his weight back, and took an angry bite of his meat glaring at my father.

      I took a deep breath and steadied myself. Disgusting as he was, my father was feeling talkative and I aimed to make the most of it. “So, father. Tell us. What was your plan? How did you intend to take me for yourself?”

      My father cleared his throat, then spat a fatty bit of gristle from his mouth. The noise of it hitting the dry leaves made my stomach roll.

      “Well, I may as well tell the truth, since I’m damned either way. If this brute doesn’t kill me, he’ll only be sparing me for the hangman’s noose.” There was a glint of truth in his eye as he watched me across the fire, and I knew he was right. For what he’d done, a hanging would be a merciful end, and there was precious little I could do to prevent it, even if I wanted to. “Your mother was standing in my way to take you as I deserved.  It would have worked, the nightshade I’d started to sneak into her food would have worked within weeks.”

      I had never liked him, but now I was finding my way towards actual hatred. To think that he had caused my mother so much pain in order to have me for himself was awful to consider. She had never been kind to me, but no one deserved to suffer so much at the hands of her spouse.

      I pressed on with my questions. “Who arranged for me to come to you? Who’s been paying you off?”

      My father sucked at the marrow from the rabbit bone. “The traveling minstrel that would come through the Cock and Bull each month. Bardo. He was the go-between. As for who arranged for you to be taken, I don’t know the answer to that. Knowing too much can be dangerous.”

      The more information I got, the less I understood. I knew the man he meant, though. I had heard him sing. He had a good voice, but his presence was unpleasant. Weaselly… almost ferret-like. I’d always felt he wasn’t to be trusted and now I knew I had been right. But that still didn’t make anything clear. “Why? Why would anybody do anything like that?”

      More bone-sucking ensued, and then he replied, “Don’t know. Don’t care.” He patted his knee. “Why don’t you come on over here, Princess, and sit on Daddy’s lap?”

      Bors grunted beside me. “I told you to shut the fuck up, didn’t I?” He said and a low growl rumbled in his chest before he paused, looked at me then finished, with, “My apologies, your highness, for disobeying.”

      And then he rose, took three long strides around the fire pit, and walloped my father with a knock-out punch.
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        * * *

      

      “Sleep well, your highness,” Bors said, rolling away from me to face into the darkened forest. I stared at the rope-like lines of his back and shoulder muscles, feeling angry, rejected, and frustrated.

      How dare he. First he unleashed my desire and now he denied it.

      I took a moment to try and collect myself, but I was unable. There was so much tension between Bors and me that I thought I was going to burst. We had to sort things out or I’d lose my mind. Fortunately, for the moment, we had time to ourselves. My father had regained consciousness after Bors blow but now slept.  Snoring loudly and bound to a tree on the other side of our camp. It was time to seize my chance.

      I grabbed Bors’ massive shoulder to get him to roll back over to face me. He met my gaze and I eyed him with all my fury. He studied my face and his pupils widened. I could tell he wanted me as much as I wanted him, but he was still refusing to touch me. “Stop it, Sara. I will not be the one to ruin you.”

      I gripped him harder. “You will. You will be the only one.”

      He leveled me with a stare. “I fucking will not.”

      I didn’t know if he was trying to anger me in order to get me to reject him, or simply trying to end any further discussion, but either way it wasn’t working. The angrier I got, the more I wanted him inside me. I was just going to have to force him to treat me as he had once done.

      “Enough. I refuse to have you and the rest of the world telling me who I am and who I am not.” As if I was mounting a horse, I swung one leg over him and pinned his huge legs beneath my body. “Take me. Right now,” I said.

      He shook his head, but his body betrayed him. Again, I felt his cock begin to respond and I ground my hips into his.

      “Take me,” I said. As he began to shake his head yet again, I pinched his jaw in my hand. “Do it,” I said. “If I am truly the princess, you’re honor bound to serve me… or service me. As I choose, you will obey.”

      “No fucking way,” he said.

      “Yes, fucking way.” Now I gyrated my hips even more, shifting side to side so that he could feel my wetness. He still wore his britches, but they were only lightly secured. Using my body and my desire, I worked the tip of his cock free from his pants. I felt its head, smooth and warm against my slippery thighs. “Fuck me right now or I’m leaving you the first chance I get.”

      Now, at long last, I had his full and passionate attention. “Never threaten me like that, princess,” he said, his voice gruff with danger tipping each word. He grabbed my hips hard as I pressed my pussy against his cock, pinning it between my body and his lower abdomen. “You’re mine,” he said, gripping me hard. “That hasn’t changed. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to defile my future queen. Fucking you would be treason.”

      I laughed. “You’ve already fucked me.” Shifting my hips around his pelvis, I gave him ample chance to enter me, but he only maneuvered his cock away from my opening. I wasn’t going to stand for it. Not now, not ever. And so, I flattened my hand, drew it back, and connected with his cheek in a stinging slap. “Obey me.”

      He thrust me off of him and got me on my knees, then returned my slap with a shocking spank of my left butt cheek. His physical strength startled me and in turn inspired a rush of wetness that made him growl when he touched it. With his erection between my legs from behind, his shaft sliding against my wetness, he enveloped my body with his.

      He placed his hand on my throat, hard enough that I could feel my pulse against his palm. I wanted him inside me so badly it made me whimper. I tried to guide him to my throbbing slit, but he tightened his grip on my throat and drew my face back closer to his.

      With his lips right up against my ear, he said, “Before I give you the gift of my cock, let’s get one fucking thing straight, princess. You obey me. Not the other way around.”
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      I bit the curve of her ear, hard enough to make her gasp. I could tell she liked that sting of pain from the way her pussy poured out its juices onto my aching cock.

      While I had her on her knees, my hand on her throat, I felt her body rise up from behind. I wasn’t gentle and I wasn’t soft. I gripped her tits like handles on an unsteady ship, and rolled her nipples between my thumb and forefinger, one after the other.

      Moving back down again, I slid my palm over her belly, her pubic bone, and then made a V with my first and second fingers to part her hidden lips. With every gesture, I told her she was all fucking mine. I treated her like the possession that she was, and I made her know, made her feel, that every fucking perfect inch of her belonged to me. In my hands, she wasn’t fucking royalty. She was my whore, my cum vessel, the love of my fucking life.

      Still with one hand against her throat, I tightened my grip on her windpipe. With my other hand I pressed the shaft of my dick against her slit and clit-fucked her with slow, intense strokes. “What do you want more than anything right now?” I growled into her ear.

      She purred and I felt the vibrations of her breath against my palm. “Your cock inside me.”

      I smiled to myself as I ground my cock against her clit, so that my balls tickled the sides of her inner thighs. Her predictability was fucking adorable. “Tough shit, your highness. I’m calling the shots tonight.”

      She bucked against that a little, and I held back my inner chuckle at the knowledge that I’d already spoiled her for anyone else. She’d make a damned fine queen one day, stubborn as she was. But I was and would always be stronger than her. It was my fucking duty to prove it, and to keep proving it, so that she would know where she belonged. Where she was safe.

      I took a handful of her gorgeous hair in my fist and drew it back. It made the most beautiful arch of her body in the firelight. Her ass was high, her waist was low, her shoulders were lifted. She’d never looked more fuckable.

      Just as I started to feel her get comfortable on her knees, I flipped her, and she landed on the blankets on the forest floor with the fire making her eyes glint. I straddled her, one knee on the side of each thigh, and stroked my cock against her wetness. Then I dipped the head just inside her opening to lubricate it and slid it over her clit. She gazed up into my face with so much fucking adoration it damn near took my breath away, but not for long.

      Once I had given myself a few long strokes against her, I took her hand and put it around my cock. He grip wasn’t nearly as strong as mine, but her tentativeness was a fucking turn-on all the same.

      “You won’t hurt me,” I told her. “Harder.”

      She did as she was told, smiling when I started to groan up at the trees above.

      Then I positioned myself so that my balls were nestled in the sticky wet crease of her thighs as she stroked me. “Make yourself cum with my cock,” I told her. “Fucking use me like I use you. But don’t you dare put me inside you. Not yet.”

      She smiled up at me, naughty and blushing, with her tongue pinned between her teeth. Young and inexperienced though she was, she was confident enough to be able to switch control with me. I fucking loved it.

      She laid my shaft on her slit and then wetted her hand with her own juices. As she jacked me off, she stimulated her clit with the sensitive head of my dick, growing more and more aroused as her grip tightened. Still, not half as tight as I wanted, but she’d fucking learn.

      “Yeah,” I growled at her. “More. Fuck yes.”

      Her eyes fluttered shut and she took over, jacking me off like she was born to do it while also pleasuring herself. She used her thumb to increase the contact against her clit and I pinched her nipples to heighten her pleasure.

      Her orgasms were becoming more and more familiar to me, and I knew that when she started to hold her breath, she was getting close. I paid exacting attention to her every breath and movement, letting her build and build. Her cheeks flushed red and I saw a sheen of sweat on her forehead in the firelight.

      “Oh Bors…” She panted. “I’m…. Bors I’m….”

      Hold. Like an archer waiting for a command to loose his arrow, I held steady. Hold. I waited one second, two, three. She took one more deep in breath and held it. I knew I had my chance. Hold. Her body shook with the effort of trying to come with such minimal stimulation, which was exactly how I wanted her.

      Fire.

      Right as she was rounding the corner into her orgasm, I covered her mouth hard with my palm and simultaneously deep-dicked her with all the power I had in my fucking body. As I plunged inside her, her eyes opened wide and she screamed in pleasure against my hand. She came so fucking hard it was like she was possessed. She writhed, and her back arched up off the forest floor. I rammed her then with so much force that my balls ached with the repeated, ruthless, ass-slapping contact. The best kind of pain, bar fucking none.

      “Keep coming,” I snarled in her ear. “Take it all the way to the end. I’m right here with you.”

      She managed to nod against my hand and rolled into another tidal wave of pleasure. I slipped my palm under the small of her back and drove into her again and again, until finally I found my own release, in a mind-blowing orgasm inside her. One pulse of cum, two, three. I filled her pussy so full that I fucked my seed right out of her.

      Even though I came so hard I thought I’d black out, I still stayed hard inside her. I could’ve gone all goddamned night, but she was spent. “I love you,” she whispered sleepily against my ear.

      “I love you too,” I told her, and gave her a long kiss to say goodnight.

      She wrapped her arms around me and drew the blankets up over us, hugging my hips with her legs, and I held her close, letting her fall asleep in my arms. Then very carefully, I drew my head back, just to get one last glimpse of her beautiful face before I let sleep claim me as well.

      Looking down at her, I knew for certain that no matter what came next—what crown she wore on her head or what jewels decorated her body—she’d never be more beautiful than she was right then, half asleep with my cock inside her.
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      I woke to the sound of a scream. I shot up and saw Sara across the camp, wrapped in a blanket and barefoot. I was halfway to her before I was even fully awake, ready to set upon any thief or attacker that had found us. It was morning, I knew that much, just barely after dawn by the way the light filtered through the trees. It was still cool, morning dew collecting on all things green.

      But beyond that I was groggy and struggling to find my bearings.

      My snarl caught her attention as I ran, but no sooner had she turned her eyes to me than I realized there was no danger. Sara hadn’t screamed because she was being attacked, she’d screamed because of what she saw.

      She knelt in front of her father, pushing and tugging at his unresponsive body. But Milo’s lips were blue, his eyes cloudy, and his tongue bulged from his mouth.

      Fuck.

      Dead.

      One glance at the situation told me what had happened. I wrapped my arm around Sara. “He twisted himself up in his bindings,” I said, freeing his cold dead hands from under the rope he had slipped around his neck. I laid him out on the dry forest leaves and closed his eyelids.

      Sara pressed her hands to her lips as tears tumbled down from her dark lashes. “We killed him, didn’t we?”

      I understood her grief, but she’d seen too little of the world to understand that not everything was within our control. I couldn’t have her blaming herself for the rest of her life for what had happened.

      “He did that himself,” I said. “His bindings were secure but safe. This was deliberate. He chose to end his own life rather than face the consequences of his actions.”

      “I never meant for him to get hurt,” Sara said, kneeling beside him, smoothing his dirty shirt as if her touch might bring him back to life.

      I crouched beside her and drew her soft forehead to my lips. “If he’d lived, it would only have been for a public execution later. It’s a coward’s way out, for sure, but he spared himself the humiliation of that.”

      She sniffled and, after a while, nodded in agreement. “I know. And I know he was awful, but he was the only father I ever knew.”

      My heart broke for her, for so many damned reasons. She’d had a hard life, no doubt about it, but I could tell that grief was new to her. What a bastard grief was, as I knew too well. It could take the fight out of any man, no matter how strong. And it angered me to know that the only protective, fatherly love she’d ever had was actually just a transaction. Nothing unconditional about it.

      Though she had seen him as her father, she’d been his commodity.  She deserved so fucking much better than that. None of it lessened the pain she was feeling now, though.

      I knew we had to get back on the road quickly, but I didn’t rush her through her shock and sadness. After a few minutes, she looked up at me. “We can’t just leave him here. I can’t imagine leaving him to the animals and the elements.”

      For a brief instant I flashed back to the night before, and him asking her to come sit on his lap. Calling her Princess and himself Daddy.

      Fucker. Let the vultures and raccoons have at him.

      But I got my head on straight again. How we treated his body in death him wasn’t about him at all. It was about Sara. My Sara. And so, for her sake, for her peace of mind, I set to work digging a shallow grave in a clearing beneath a stand of poplars.
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        * * *

      

      Once it was done, we set off again for the castle, now with Sara on my stallion—whose limp was all but gone, despite the hours of riding—and me behind her on the bay mare, so that I never had to take my eyes off of her.

      Our progress, already slow, was made even slower because word had begun to spread that the missing royal had been found.  In every village and town, banners and posters bearing the star and moon of her birthmark were to be seen, and the people gossiped. As we made our slow progress through one particularly busy village, bustling with market day, I heard snatches of gossip about how she looked; her age, her hair color, her eye color, even her first name.

      Thankfully, the news was tangled by distance, and confused rumor made for confusing details. Some said red hair, some chestnut, some jet black. Some swore that the returning princess had been raised by dragons and her name was unutterable by men’s tongues. But even so, I knew it was only a matter of time before the details got straightened out.

      We left the King’s Highway and wound our way through the countryside, taking side roads and forest trails. But it was impossible to avoid people completely, and the closer we got to the castle, the more I worried that someone with more than a passing interest would spot Sara and ask questions.

      I clicked my tongue twice for her attention, and she turned to face me. I ordered my stallion to hold and came up alongside her. She wore a simple gray cloak with the hood drawn up over her head to cover that beautiful hair, but it wasn’t enough. Pretending to adjust her bridle, I bent low between us and told her softly, “We need to cover your face.”

      With a quick nod, she let her hood drop and then drew her shawl up, wrapping her face so that only her eyes were visible, then drew her hood up once again.

      It was a start, but it wasn’t enough. Those beautiful emerald eyes would be the ruin of us both—given the chance, there were a shitload of lot of men who would take her for ransom or reward, and kill me in the bargain. “Eyes down. No eye contact with anyone except me from here on.”

      She lowered her lids so that her onyx lashes kissed her cheeks. “Like this?”

      “Like that,” I answered, then tied her mount to mine and took the lead.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We took four days to make the entire journey. I could’ve done it in less than three, riding alone. But those days with her weren’t nearly enough to satisfy me, not even close. The longer we spent together, the greedier I got for a lifetime by her side. Each moment with her was more valuable than a thousand weight of gold.

      Each night I tried hard to resist her, but each night I failed. I made love to her as my possession but also as my princess.

      Sometimes we went slowly. Sometimes we were frenzied and bestial. I fucked her until my cock and balls ached and then I made love to her until the break of dawn.

      I taught her to take me in her mouth and to stroke me with her hands, on her knees before me. But no matter how she drew my pleasure out of me, I made sure every orgasm was inside her. My seed belonged in her womb and I vowed that not a drop would ever be spilled outside the temple of her body.  This was more than dangerous.

      We didn’t speak of it, both of us knowing what we were doing could be the end of us and maybe that was exactly the point.  All I knew, deep in my core, the battle between who she was to the world and who she was to me could never find balance.

      But for now, I lived in my fantasy as dangerous as it may be.

      Each time we fucked, I discovered new aspects of her pleasure. She came hardest when I was behind her, with my fingers on her clit and my cock deep inside her pussy. When she came that way, I’d slip the fingers of my other hand into her mouth and she’d bite down hard as she growled out her orgasm. I fucking loved to see my princess unleashed.

      In taking care of her and looking after her, I found new purpose and peace. I bathed her in clear streams and warm springs. I made her safe and looked after her. I spoiled her fucking rotten with my attention.

      At long last, I knew where I belonged. In those beautiful, borrowed days, I let her see more of me than I had ever shown anyone, perhaps even myself.
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        * * *

      

      On our last night, I made our camp on the far side of a meadow, next to a crystal-clear pond. If I could have drawn out the next day’s ride into another week or a month, I would have. But I knew that would be impossible.

      So instead, I took special care to make that final night together one that we would both remember, as if every fucking second with her wasn’t memorable enough already. Though I didn’t know what was to come the next day, I did know that things were about to change for both of us, forever. For that night, I wanted to pretend as much as we possibly could that nothing would ever change.

      We made a simple dinner of fish that I caught from the pond, along with roasted potatoes that we had bought at a roadside stand we passed earlier in the day. Sara picked blackberries from wild bushes nearby, and we sat tangled up together after dinner, feeding them to each other, one after another.

      I laid her down on her back and unfastened the buttons of her low-cut blouse, pulling my own shirt off and tossing it aside. She loosened my pants then, and I pulled them down off my ass before hiking her skirt up to reveal her magnificent pussy. The light was low but I could see a row of bite marks along her thigh, and I soared with the knowledge that they were mine, that I had given them to her the night before and they would remain for days.

      Damn, how I loved the way my teeth marks looked on her flesh. “I marked you,” I said, tracing the scalloped edge of the marks on her creamy thigh.

      She leaned up to get a better look. She looked so fucking beautiful—her innocent face and those womanly curves. “I love having your marks on me. I wish you could mark me all over.”

      I took one of her hands in mine and held it back against the blanket, next to her face. Then with my other hand, I slid down through her wet pussy and gently rubbed the flesh just in front of her puckered ass entrance, listening to her purr as I teased her sensitive flesh.

      I pressed forward, penetrating her with my finger first. We’d fucked so much that her pussy lips were swollen, even now. Made me so fucking proud to know that I’d done that to her. And that I was about to make them swell even more.

      She gripped one of my thighs as I fingered her, always keeping my thumb on her clit. I leaned down and sucked hard on the side of her neck, where she was most sensitive, giving her plenty of tongue. It never mattered if we’d had a long, hot day of riding or if she were freshly bathed—she always tasted so fucking sweet. Always.

      Once her pussy was warm, soaked, and ready, I drew her knees up and pushed them slightly to one side in order to give me maximum access to the deepest parts of her body. With her knees bent against my chest, I slid my cock inside her, right where I belonged.

      “You always feel so fucking good,” I growled as I entered her. “So tight, so wet, so fucking perfect.”

      She laughed a little and nibbled my ear. She still had blackberry juice on her lips. Double-sweet. “You feel perfect too,” she said, her breath catching a little as I hit her cervix.

      I fucked her as slowly as I could, savoring every withdrawal and entry as if it would be the last, knowing that very well it might. I let her legs come down on either side of me, grabbing her ass, one cheek in each hand, and tucked my head beside her. I felt her pussy tighten as she began to hold her breath. She was getting close.

      “Breathe,” I whispered. “Relax. Let it come.”

      She embraced me tighter and I could tell she was about to cry. I knew why; of course I did. But fuck me. If she started to cry, I’d start to cry. And I couldn’t let her see me break.

      “Everything is fine,” I told her. “I’ve got you. I will always have you.”

      She let go then, surrendering completely. Her orgasm started deep inside and I felt her clench my cock with long, intense, rippling waves of pleasure.

      As she came, I came with her, thrusting my hips one final time so that I ejaculated deep inside her, right at the opening of her womb. Filling her with my baby was my obsession and my only aim. My baby inside her was the only way I could see for me to bind myself to her, for good. But I also knew if I got her pregnant, it might be the death of me.

      The risk was worth it. No fucking doubt about that.
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        * * *

      

      The moment we had so long dreaded was on us. In a slow descent, the castle drawbridge lowered and the iron portcullis went up. On the battlements of each tower, the King’s archers were ready with arrows drawn.

      “Who goes there?” One of the guards called out.

      I took a deep breath and steeled myself. “Bors, of clan Mackay. I have a visitor for King Rowan.”

      Reaching out for Sara’s hand, I clasped it hard in mine. She turned to me. “I don’t want to let go,” she said. Her eyes were damp with tears and her grip tightened with all her strength. “I’m afraid I’ll never see you again.”

      I didn’t want to let go either—not now, not ever. I fought every impulse I had to scoop her up in my arms and make a run for it. I imagined us across the sea, somewhere warm and remote, somewhere that we could make a life just for the two of us—fuck the kingdom, fuck the king. But now that word had spread that she was alive, I knew it was a fool’s game to keep her hidden. We would never be able to stop running if we started now. “Remember what I said, about a life on the run.”

      “I know,” she said, sounding unconvinced. “But I would run with you. Anywhere, everywhere. Until my dying day.”

      Fuck, my aching heart. But running would be a hard and exhausting life, and one day we would be found out. I loved her too much to let that be her fate.

      The drawbridge thumped down, and three guards in leather and mail came out to meet us. They were old and weathered—old enough to have known the first queen, old enough to be able to spot any family resemblance. As soon as Sara pulled off her shawl and they saw her face, the oldest of the three said, “Take her.”

      Though I had tried to mentally ready myself for this moment, I was totally unprepared for the fucking horror of feeling her hand grip mine until they yanked her away from me. I flung myself off my horse to go to her as she shrieked my name.

      “Get your fucking hands off of her,” I snarled.

      All three of them, though, were battle-ready and used to working as a group. Two of them seized her and dropped back, while the third moved forward, with his long sword at the ready, creating more and more distance between me and Sara. My horses felt my fury and started to whinny and rear.

      “Step back! In the name of King Rowan, step back!” Said the long swordsman, driving me backwards until he was on the drawbridge, but I was not. I caught a glimpse of Sara’s face over one of his armored shoulders. I’d never seen her look so scared or so uncertain.

      I’m not sure what I had expected, but it wasn’t this goddamned heart wrenching goodbye. And yet, as I had known all along, I wasn’t worthy of even being in her presence and this proved it.

      As the drawbridge started to rise, the long swordsman tossed me a sack of coin as his companions ushered her into the castle. As I watched her go, it felt like every one of the archers in the towers had loosed their arrows straight into my chest.

      I had wanted to do the right thing. But now she was lost to me. And it was all my own fucking fault.
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      Once the guards carried me into the castle, everything became a fast-moving blur of stone stairways and gargoyle faces. I had seen such carved stone faces before, on the corners of our chapel in the village, but these faces were angry and menacing, like the stuff of nightmares. They streaked past, grotesque and unkind, mocking me in their imitation: screaming as I screamed, crying as I cried.

      I tried desperately to keep track of where we were going, in case I had a chance to find my way out to Bors, but one hallway turned into another and one spiral staircase twisted into the next until I didn’t know north from south or east from west, but only had the sensation of moving down, down, down.

      I fought the guards with all my might, but they were too powerful and too experienced for my panicked fury to have any effect. I had the feeling this was certainly not the first time they had carried an unwilling person through these many hallways and secret corridors, nor would it be the last.

      “Please,” I begged in a brief pause while the guards opened yet another massive oak door and locked it behind us as we went. “I’m simply here to see the king. I wish no one any harm!”

      They gave no reply. They never made eye contact with me, nor gave any indication that they knew who I was or wasn’t. As they dragged me along, it was strange to think that I had, perhaps, been somewhere in this massive castle once before. But I had been too little to remember, of course.

      If any of what Bors had said were true, it was a lifetime away, as if it had happened to a fairytale version of me, and not the real me at all. And I wondered how many young women had been seized as the missing royal in the years since then, each one around my own age at the time, perhaps never to leave this castle alive.

      The guards came to a halt in front of a curved doorway, with huge iron bars locking it in place. The oldest guard, gray in the beard and temples, took hold of the huge latch by its handle and tried to wrench it free, working against years of scaly orange rust. Wherever we were, it had been an age since anybody had passed through this door. And that realization filled me with terror.

      The second guard made as if to help him, but with one quick maneuver, the oldest guard dropped to his knees with a gurgle. I looked down in horror to see a gaping, hemorrhaging wound at his throat.

      The guard who had done the killing wiped his blade off on the sleeve of his shirt, with no more emotion than a butcher dispatching a hog. The smell of human blood cut through the mildew of damp stones and turned my stomach. “Mark my words. That’s what loyalty to King Rowan will get you, girl,” he said.

      If loyalty to the man that might be my father could get a guard killed, then what fate awaited me? With sudden realization, I knew I had to get out of here; my present and my future depended on it.

      “Help me! I am the lost princess!” I screamed as loud as I could, hoping against hope that Bors, or any other sympathetic ear, would hear me. The killing guard clapped his chain mailed hand over my mouth—the chain grated against my teeth and pinched my lips so hard that tears sprung to my eyes.

      “Stop your screaming, you little bitch,” he said, and then maneuvered my face down to the dead guard at our feet, “Or else your blood will be pooling with his.”

      I shook as terror silenced me. There was a time, not so long ago, when my life was of far less value to me than it was now. Bors had changed that. He had shown me another possible future, a future about which I had begun to dream. And now I was watching that future turn cold and dead, just like that first guard.

      As I tried to keep control of my senses, the third man held me captive while his companion finally unlatched the ancient wooden door. Then, with a kick and a shove, I landed on the wet stone floor. The impact winded me and I gasped for air. As I struggled to get my breath, the door slammed shut and handful of rats scampered up the walls of my dungeon.

      The last thing I heard, was their voices.  One seething to the other.

      “We need to find the queen.  Before the king gets word.”
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        * * *

      

      The old oak door was the only way in or out of my prison. I yanked on the handle until my palm was raw, but it didn’t budge; the door didn’t even rattle. The only light came from a tiny window near the ceiling, where two bricks were replaced with a thick iron grating that allowed a small amount of fresh air inside.

      Once I calmed myself and slowed my breathing, I listened for any sign of life outside the hole in the bricks. I heard no human voices, but far in the distance I heard the sound of crashing waves and seagulls. Though I knew little of life in the capital—and still less of the layout of the castle itself—I had once seen a drawing of it at a traveling magic lantern show that came to our village when I was very small.

      I remembered the castle was built up against the sheer, steep cliffs that ran down into the sea. “No man can scale those walls,” the magic lantern man had said. “Not if he wishes to come out alive.”

      I slumped down on the wet stones and rested my forehead on my knees. Part of me felt like screaming until I was hoarse, but the guards had made my fate clear if I chose to scream and holler. They’d return to kill me, I was positive. It was up to me to find another way to freedom and back into Bors’ arms where I belonged.

      Crawling on my hands and knees, I searched for any loose rocks, either as a way to escape or as a weapon to defend myself should they return. But I had hardly begun my search before the noisy hinges of the old door creaked and it swung open again.

      Now there were three guards, different from the ones that had seized me and placed me in this hole. These men were younger, and dressed differently. Both of them wore matching leather belts, emblazoned with three flowers, and I knew that symbol at once—I remembered it vividly from the coronation festival. It was the Rose of Beatrice. These were the Queen’s Guard.

      All became much clearer. Loyalty to the King, my father, had gotten the old guard killed. The Queen was behind this, I was sure of it.

      They seized me like they were inspecting a mare to be bred. Two of them grabbed me from either side, the other tore open my blouse. He had dark eyes and a dangerous gaze. He handled my left breast roughly as he leaned in close to see my birthmark. Then he wetted his fingertips with saliva and tried to rub it away. The friction of his fingers against my flesh made my skin burn.

      My skirt had worked its way up my legs, and now, nearly naked before them, I knew what would come next and I began to plead for mercy. “If I am who they I say I am, raping me will get you killed.”

      The one who had checked my birthmark scoffed and shook his head as the other two let me fall to the floor. “Make yourself decent if you can, whore,” he said, and the three of them left without another word.

      In spite of myself, half-naked there on the dungeon floor, I began to cry. All of this, every gaze and every touch, felt like such a terrible violation. I didn’t know how much more of it I could bear. When the door swung open minutes later, I met the sound of the creaking hinges with a stifled sob.

      This time, however, it wasn’t yet another set of lusty guards as I had expected, perhaps four this time, or five.

      Instead, I saw the weaselly minstrel that my father had said was his go-between. Bardo. And beside him stood a woman I had never seen before, but who I recognized at once, both by her manner and her crown.

      She was tall and shockingly thin. Though she had once surely been beautiful, her looks had faded now, leaving her with a bitter coldness. Her graying hair jewel pinned together elaborate braids, and she wore fresh buds of the Rose of Beatrice gathered into her locks. It was Queen Beatrice herself, I was sure of it, it could be nobody else.

      Just as I had in the tavern with the barmaid, I sought some sort of kinship and help from her, since she too was a woman in this world of rough and unkind men. But in her eyes, I found neither comfort nor warmth. “Are you sure it is her?” She asked Bardo.

      “That’s the stolen princess, my Queen.”

      “Guard,” she snapped. “Come here.”

      From behind the door came the guard who had slit his companion’s throat. “Yes, my queen?”

      “Who saw you with her?”

      “I don’t think anyone saw—”

      “I didn’t ask what you think, I asked who saw you. Can you be certain only those loyal to me know she’s here?”

      He hesitated, then lowered his eyes. “No, my queen.”

      She huffed, as if this was all too much trouble. “If she’s seen, that will be the end for us all, do you understand that? You should have killed her on sight, and tossed her body into the moat, you incompetent little inbred.”

      His hand went immediately to his sword. “I’ll do it right away—”

      “You’ll do no such thing! Others may be searching for her already. The last thing we need is to be caught here with the body. Bring her to my private quarters, make sure you aren’t noticed and cover up that birthmark. We’ll deal with her there.” She turned to leave. “And for God’s sake clean up this mess outside the door.”

      “Y—yes, my queen.” In a single stride, he was standing in front of me, roughly grabbing my wrists before he gagged me with a knotted rope. And as the black hangman’s hood went over my head, I was plunged into darkness.
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      I sat at a tavern in the shadow of the castle, thinking about what the hell had happened. I was stunned at the way they’d seized her from me. The brutality of it, the lack of regard for her well-being. I’d expected more courtesy and gentleness toward her, their future queen, as well as an audience with the king to ensure her safety now and in the future. But we’d received no such treatment.

      I’d imagined at the very least they’d want to know where I found her and what I knew, but then again…maybe not. She was and had always been the prize. No matter if she was a stranger at market day or the lost royal herself, I was nothing beside her. That much, at least, I could never dispute.

      Seated at the bar, I asked the barkeep for another pint of bitter ale. Once he put the mug down before me, I lowered my head and got back to my brooding. I considered the money they’d thrown me in return for Sara. Though I hadn’t bothered to count it, I knew from its weight that it was a serious amount of coin. And yet, even the way they’d done that didn’t feel right—like they were paying me for my silence rather than giving me a reward.

      The money didn’t take the sting out of the hurt I felt. If anything, knowing that the money would have helped to build up the nicest livery in the land made losing her even more painful. If I couldn’t share it with her, if I couldn’t build my life with her, then what was the purpose of any of it? It was of no fucking use at all. A stable full of horses and a life of riches meant jack shit if Sara wasn’t there to share it with me.

      I took a long draw of my ale and wiped my mouth on my forearm. To my right sat a table full of mercenaries. No doubt they’d call themselves “professional soldiers” but I knew the truth.

      They were hard-worn men, all of them. I had seen their type again and again. They’d seen so many horrors in battle that silence without drink was unbearable. They’d grown up fighting and knew no other trade, like a draft horse that only knows how to pull weight. I wondered if I was headed for the same fate now that all those dreams of a quiet life with Sara were gone.

      Perhaps all I could do was keep fighting, hoping that one day someone would end my misery.

      I fucking missed her—her presence, her laughter, her lips, her smell, her sex. I wanted her with me, more than anything. But I couldn’t have her. And, glancing out the windows at the high walls of the castle keep, I knew I’d never see her again.

      I thought of my seed deep inside of her.  Wondered if it had found home. The fantasy of riding in and taking her back, her belly full pounded through me like a warriors call.

      It was folly and my heart sank thinking of the precarious position our love had created for us both.

      I downed the pint and tapped the bar for another. I needed to drown my sorrows and I needed to do it quick. So, I slipped a coin from the reward purse and slid it across to the barkeep. His eyes widened as he glanced up at me. “Sir?” he asked.

      “Keep them coming. And don’t fucking water them down.”
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        * * *

      

      A shitload of pints later, three of the King’s Guard entered the tavern and took seats near the low-burning fire. Though the day had been warm, the spring air turned cold with dusk.

      During my time in the tavern, there’d been no celebrations over the returned stolen princess—no mention of her at all, in fact. It was strange, absolutely, but I knew these things were well above my experience and rank.

      Undoubtedly, there was some official process of disclosing the news to the common folk. But the guards would know about it, I was sure.

      Knowing nothing was fucking agony. So, taking my pint with me, I moved to a table near the King’s Guardsmen to listen to what they had to say.

      They talked of soldiering and horses, of new swords and changes in the staffing of the guard. But they didn’t utter a word about Sara, not even in veiled terms.

      Even through the many pints of ale I’d had, I could tell something was amiss. I waited for them to finish one round and then another, so that the drink would help loosen their tongues, then I ordered another round for them and one for myself before I made my approach. When the round of strong ale arrived at their table, they nodded their gratitude and I raised my mug to them in return. “Any word about the stolen princess?” I asked.

      The captain scoffed. “Rumors like that crop up every few years. Pay it no mind.” He rose, slightly woozy with drink, and told the other guards he was going to take a piss.

      Hazy though my thoughts were, I always kept my wits about me. I held my tongue as I watched him leave. Sara was no rumor; I could swear to that.

      Now I turned my focus to the foot soldiers who might be more likely to speak without their captain nearby. I said, “I hear she’s the right age. Has the birthmark even.”

      Their reactions were just the same as their captain’s. They didn’t seem to know that Sara had been returned, or to care about the news. “The child is dead, sir,” said the younger guard of the two. “Mark my words. Been dead for eighteen years. May she rest in peace.”

      The other foot soldier nodded in sloppy agreement. “Aye. ’Tis the truth. And anyway, if the stolen princess had been returned, we’d all be celebrating. Bells ringing. Women opening their skirts.” He looked around, disappointed. “I don’t see any such wonders here, just ugly fucking soldiers with too much ale in their bellies.”

      His companions laughed, but the boy spoke the truth, I had to give him that. The crowd in the pub was as quiet and reserved as any ordinary winter day in late afternoon. My thoughts had been so wrapped up in Sara that I hadn’t even taken the time to notice how strange that nobody seemed to be thinking about her except me.

      I rose and straightened myself out, breathing deep to sober myself up. Then I stepped out into the cold chilly late afternoon, passing the captain as he came back inside.

      Outside, the streets were quiet. The night soil men were beginning their rounds, the whores were starting up their evening trade, but there was no sign of celebration. I splashed my face with the cold water from the drinking trough that stood before the horses, and blinked away the ale.

      Something was wrong, I was sure of it.

      If news of Sara wasn’t everywhere by now, it meant someone was keeping her a secret. It meant King Rowan didn’t know she had returned. It meant she was in trouble.

      I had to find her. There was no time to waste.
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      When my hood was removed, my surroundings had changed completely. I was in a set of rooms that were as luxurious as they were frigid. I looked out the window and saw there was no glass in the window frames, which were covered with lattice wound through with dry vines.

      From the paintings on the walls, showing blooming summer flowers and sunshine in the fields, I gathered I was probably in the queen’s summer quarters, far away from curious ears and eyes at this time of year.

      The queen sat across the room from me, with a goblet of wine in hand. Next to her at the table sat Bardo, looking pale and concerned. “I told you, my queen, that she was the true stolen princess.”

      “And why, pray tell, was she not turned into pig feed eighteen years ago?” The queen glared at him over her goblet. “I haven’t been paying you to keep her hidden all these years, you stupid man. I’ve been paying for your silence, but now here she is. My biggest problem in the flesh. Alive and well and….” She now turned her gaze towards me. “…unacceptably beautiful. At the very least you could have disfigured her.”

      “My queen,” whimpered Bardo. “I have faithfully discharged all of your orders. It was never clear to me that you wanted her dead.”

      Queen Beatrice rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Do I have to tell you to relieve yourself each morning, you fool? What sort of idiot thinks I’d have wanted her alive? I paid you to do away with her. And I didn’t mean hide her.”

      Bardo babbled away, but as the Queen approached me, his whimpers of protest grew too quiet for me to notice. For a long moment, she stood before me, looking at me with pure disgust and annoyance. Then she took hold of my face and examined me with rough touches, turning my cheeks this way and that. With her thumb she drew down my eyelids, as if examining me for disease. Her fingertips were ice cold and it was enough to make me shiver.

      Her lips twisted in disgust. “She looks like her mother. One glance at the little slut and her father would know the truth in an instant. Thank God for all those other imposters, making this one easier to deal with.”

      “My queen—”

      She turned her back on me and approached Bardo once again. He fell silent at once and swallowed so hard and so painfully that I heard the gulp from across the room. “Who else knows about her existence? Who else knows the truth?”

      “The family I placed her with, that’s all, I swear it. My queen, if you’ll just allow me to—”

      “I suppose I have no choice but to believe your word on that. My guards will deal with them at once. As for you, you dirty little toad, you have been my extortionist for long enough,” the queen said to him. “But that time is over. The secret has been revealed and your value to me is gone.” With a snap of her fingers, she turned away and two of her guards seized him.

      Poor Bardo didn’t stand a chance, and the guards left him in a garroted, dead heap in a matter of seconds.

      For a long moment, it was as if time stood still. Until the queen turned to me, looked me in the eye… and snapped again.

      The guards came for me this time, like wolves going in for the kill. Though I was bound and gagged, I squirmed from my chair and wriggled desperately across the floor. I tried to keep my throat and neck shielded, for they seemed fond of slitting throats and I would not allow them to have easy access to mine.

      I screamed against my rope gag and kicked them hard. I felt my shoes connect with a stomach, a jaw, perhaps even a groin, and they fell back.

      For a moment, I was left alone on the floor, while they regrouped.

      “Of course, she’d be a fighter,” said the queen, exasperated and impatient. She downed her wine and rose from the table. “Perhaps it’s better if I’m not here as a witness, just in case. Find me when it’s finished, but do it right this time. If anyone finds her body, I will make sure they find yours next.”

      With that, she turned and departed, leaving me alone with the two guards. I screamed with all my might, but gagged as I was it came out as little more than a mumble, and I was met with a punch that sent my senses reeling and silenced my cries. The guard that had hit me placed his foot on my chest and made a shushing motion above me.

      I stared up at him with my chest heaving, trying desperately to catch my breath, confused about why he wasn’t finishing the job. Though I could not grasp the full scale of what was going on with the queen and her plans for me, it was clear that the guard wanted to give the impression, at least, that he had done away with me as the queen had asked, and the realization dawned slowly: he was an ally.

      Had Bors sent him, somehow, to rescue me? Or was he loyal to King Rowan and ready to save my life? The punch he’d delivered had been hard, but then it would have to be if he was trying to make out that I was dead.

      “It’s over,” he said over his shoulder. “Must have caught her just right.”

      There was a moment of hesitation. “We’ll take the body to the south entrance, dump her in the sea.”

      “I’ll do it. You get back to the watch. Last thing we need is anyone starting to ask where we are.”

      “The queen said—”

      “Do you really think I’m going to make a mistake with this? Queen Beatrice would have my head. No, leave it with me. Trust me, nobody will find the body.”

      I tried to keep still as the moments passed, then heard the door shut, and the guard helped me to my feet, guiding me to the very chair where the queen had been sitting.

      “Thank you,” I said as he unfastened my gag, my hands trembling as I searched his face for any sign of who he might be. I was barely able to trust that he wasn’t trying to poison me as he poured me a glass of water, then a goblet of wine, removed my bindings and motioned for me to drink.

      “You must be thirsty,” he said, and his voice sounded concerned. Kind, even.

      But as I drank, he caressed my hair, then my cheek, and my collarbone, in such a way that I knew exactly what he wanted. There could be no mistake.

      “I’ve always wondered what’s so special about royal women,” he said. There was something unnerving about the way he spoke, the hush of his voice, the feel of his touch on my skin. “I’ve always had a theory that royal pussy is especially tight.” He twirled my hair around his finger as I turned my face away. “I suppose you wouldn’t know. So I’ll have to investigate for myself. I’ve always wanted to fuck a royal…”

      “Please,” I begged, searching for anything nearby that I could use to defend myself.

      “Cooperate with me, behave like a good little bitch, and I’ll kill you quick when it’s over.” Now he slid his dirty hand down my chest, toward the hollow between my breasts. “But fight me, and I promise that you’ll die in pure agony.”

      Agony or no, the thought of his hands on me was unacceptable. I shoved him away from me. “I belong to only one man,” I snarled. “And it isn’t you.”

      He seized me by the hair, and I shrieked with pain. Then he pushed me down on the table and tried to pull my skirt up while also shoving down his britches. But I had not spent the last eighteen years doing needlepoint while wearing too-small corsets; I was strong and I knew it.

      And so, with every ounce of strength I had, I fought him. I kicked him and bit him and dug my fingers into his eyes. Everything and anything I could do to defend myself, I did. We battled across the room and I finally got the upper hand, shoving his head through one of the wooden lattice screens.

      The window was narrow and the broken lattice was sharp and uncomfortable around his head, but I knew it wouldn’t hold him for long. I realized I was going to have to take his life to save mine. As much as that thought repulsed me, I knew it might be my only chance at freedom and I had to take it.

      And so, without one more instant of hesitation, I grabbed his dagger from the sheath on his calf and drove it sideways into his neck, grateful that I didn’t have to look at his face as he died.
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      I hustled up the wide, cobblestone street that led to the front of the castle, steeling myself for any trouble that might come my way. Above me, I heard a commotion and looked up, drawing my knife as I did in case I should need to defend myself. But I was not prepared for what happened next. A man’s head protruded from a window, soft warm light surrounding him.

      He hollered and tried to work himself free from the narrow opening but before he got the chance, someone stabbed him through the neck. The effort of the stab was accompanied by a roar, the noise of someone in the heat of battle, spilling blood to save their own. And I would have known the sound of that voice anywhere.

      Sara.

      Holy fuck, it was Sara. I felt her fear run through me as she screamed.

      “Stay where you are,” I yelled up at her. “I’m coming to find you!”

      “Bors!” She screamed in reply, her voice trembling with fear but tinged with hope at my arrival. “Help me!”

      “I’m coming. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      There was a pause, then a crash, and her voice came from further away. “No!” She screamed. “Hurry Bors! Someone’s at the door! I can’t hold it!”

      I broke into a run, taking a deserted alleyway to avoid the well-guarded front entrance of the castle. If there was treachery within the walls, whoever was holding Sara captive had to have loyal guards among those at the front entrance. Going that way would be too much of a risk. For once, I was damned grateful to have had so much experience and battle-readiness behind me.

      Every castle had dozens of hidden side entrances for non-nobility to use—some small, for washerwomen and the like, and others much larger, for ox-carts that carried food and supplies. In war those entrances would be barricaded and guarded, but in peacetime, like now, they would most likely be unattended. I just hoped that whatever betrayal had put Sara in danger was limited enough to make entrance to the castle possible still.

      I was right. I found a small wooden door near a row of empty milk pails. With a thrust of my shoulder, I forced the lock and muscled my way through. Ascending a narrow, dark staircase, I burst into a stone hallway, lit with rows of torches both left and right. Guards were posted on both sides, and they came at me with blades bared and crossbows drawn.

      “The stolen princess,” I pleaded, dropping my knife. It would do no good against them anyway. “She is in danger. I have to help her.”

      The guard nearest me flipped up his armor faceplate, and I recognized his face at once. Seamus. A fellow member of clan Mackay that I’d fought with at the Firth, albeit many years ago, before he attained such a lofty position within the royal guard.

      Beside him, two other familiar Mackay faces emerged from behind their armor; I didn’t know their names, but clan kinship was a guarantee of loyalty.

      “Bors? What the bloody hell are you doing here? Where is the princess?” Seamus asked.

      “She’s upstairs. There’s no time to explain. I heard her from a window up above,” I said, and we took off for a staircase nearby. The four of us rampaged our way through the hallways, flinging open doors as we approached where I thought I’d seen her. Room after room showed us nothing, until finally I heard her scream once more, this time from behind a double-thick door that didn’t budge when I rammed it.

      “The queen’s summer day room? What the fuck is going on?” Seamus started ramming the door along with me, putting his shoulder to it.

      It took all four of us several tries to break it down, but when we broke it from its hinges, I saw Sara just as she was being seized by the filthy hands of one of the Queen’s guards.

      “Stop!” I demanded. “It’s over. This won’t do you any good.”

      His lips twisted into a grin. “I know. I’m dead either way.” And with one single, horrible thrust, he plunged his blade into Sara’s side.

      I screamed out her name as her blood spilled from her wound and she gasped for air. Once again, my universe turned bright red as everything I’d ever wanted was ripped from me before my eyes.

      Blind with rage, I hurled myself at the man who’d stabbed her, savagely ripping through his jugular with my dagger. He fell back with me above him, and I withdrew my blade, only to plunge it again into his chest, and again, and again, venting my sorrow and anger on his now dead corpse.

      “Bors! The princess!”

      I dragged myself from the object of my rage, and fell to my knees beside her, pulling her into my arms. Her body was limp, her eyes half-closed, and I felt my heart tear asunder. No, no, no, no, fuck no. I couldn’t lose her, not now. Not like this.

      My fingers trembled as I placed them against her throat, the blood of her attacker smearing over her pristine flesh. But I felt it. Mercy of God, she had a pulse.

      “She needs a doctor. Now!” I yelled, and heard two of my clansmen run to find help, while Seamus guarded us both.

      “My beautiful girl,” I whispered against her cheek. “Please. Hang on.”

      Fuck, I’d survived so much without knowing that she was my destiny. Now I had found her, and I couldn’t bear the thought that I was about to fucking lose her. I could feel her growing weaker in my arms as her warm blood pooled in my hands. I placed as much pressure on her wound as I could. She looked up at my face sleepily, far away.

      “I’m so sorry,” she murmured.

      Christ almighty. I couldn’t fucking live without her. I couldn’t—I wouldn’t. “Never apologize to me. Never again.”

      She gave no response. She had the look of being in a dream. Or of passing into another world.

      I looked up. I hadn’t prayed in decades. But now I did, after a fashion. “Don’t you fucking take her from me,” I warned God, as I held her close. “Don’t you fucking dare, you bastard.”

      I embraced her, keeping her safe and close, trying to protect her from a fate bigger than us both. The life that was ripped away from us flashed before my eyes. Our home. Our children. Our love and peace and hope.

      A hand on my shoulder shocked me out of my grief, and I looked up to see the royal doctor in his medical robe. “Let me tend to her, sir. Move aside.”

      All the warriors in the land couldn’t have made me leave her. Not a fucking chance. “I can’t let her go,” I said, as my tears fell onto her beautiful cheeks. “I can’t watch her die.”

      “Let him help her, and hopefully neither of us will have to,” said another voice, this one firm but shaky with emotion. Turning, still clutching Sara to my chest, I found myself looking into the stunned face of King Rowan himself.
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      I awoke in a spacious bedroom, in a featherbed surrounded by vases of Lenten roses. At first, I thought I was in heaven, but as I slowly came into consciousness, I realized I was still very much alive.

      Thankfully and miraculously alive. The first face I saw was that of my one true love. Bors sat at my bedside, with his head slightly lowered and two fingers pressed to the bridge of his nose in worry.

      I was cautious not to move a muscle, lest he realize I was awake, while I savored a few quiet seconds to study him there in the morning light. He looked tired and haggard, like he had been sitting at my bedside for days.

      “Hello, my love,” I said finally, and reached out for his hand.

      His expression changed instantly, and as he looked up at me his worry melted away. “You’re awake.”

      “What happened?” I whispered. My voice was hoarse and my throat was dry. I instinctively placed my hand on my stomach, where I was met with a thick wrapping of cotton bandages.

      Bors didn’t answer me, but instead hurried to the big door on the far side of the room and called for the doctor, who appeared at once.

      He was an elderly gentleman, with a long white beard and kind eyes, and a soft smile that calmed me. He took my pulse and placed a cool, soft hand to my forehead. Once he had checked my bandages and assured himself I was well, he stepped aside to let Bors resume his seat beside me again.

      He poured me a glass of cool water and held it to my lips. “You almost died,” he said, setting down the glass for me. “Thank God we were in the palace. The doctors were able to get to you right away. They said that if we had been anywhere else, you…” He stammered, and his eyes filled up with tears.

      “Shhhh,” I said, and clutched his hand. “I’m sorry I frightened you. Look, I’m better now, you can stop worrying.”

      With his thumb and forefinger, he swept his tears away and nodded, smiling. It made me love him all the more, seeing this softness beneath his gruff exterior. Knowing that I was the woman capable of drawing it out of him made me feel like the queen herself.

      The queen.

      As if I had been thrown into a frigid lake, it all rushed back to me—Queen Beatrice, her guards, the horrible events of my imprisonment. My pulse quickened and I gripped the edge of the embroidered coverlet that was spread across the bed.

      Now it was Bors’ turn to soothe me, as he saw me looking with panicked eyes, side to side across the room.

      “The queen is in chains, awaiting trial, though I don’t think she’s in any doubt about her fate. She’s in the same dungeon where she tried to keep you, with King’s men guarding the door day and night. It’s all over.”

      It was hard for me to sigh with relief, given the pain in my stomach, but at the very least the stress started to lessen in my shoulders. “I’m safe?” I asked, just to be doubly sure.

      “You are,” Bors said seriously. “I fucking swear it.”

      A soft knock from the door interrupted us. “Come in,” I said with as much strength as I could muster.

      The door swung open, and Bors rose immediately, though he did not let go of my hand. “Your Grace,” he said, lowering his head.

      There, standing in a patch of sunshine from the open window, stood a man who had to be King Rowan. His hair, though graying now, had clearly been the same color as mine in his youth, and his clothing was the finest I’d ever seen.

      His magnificent gold grown emblazoned with emeralds the color of my eyes sat straight and steady on top of his head. His face was the face of a man who led his people from the front, handsome, strong, and weather-worn.

      I felt embarrassed by being in such disarray in such lofty company, and tried to smooth my hair in order to look a tiny bit more presentable, but the King raised his hands, kneeling beside my bed. “Please, don’t trouble yourself, my dear. How are you? How is your pain?”

      I stared at him in astonishment. My dear. This term of such affection from the most powerful man in the land left me speechless.

      “She seems better,” Bors said for me, smiling a little at my embarrassment before he leaned down to my ear. “He’s just your father, you know,” he said sweetly, with a friendly and warm glance at the king. “I’ve spent a lot of time with him. He’s a whole lot like you.”

      “I am so very sorry for all you have suffered,” the King said. His eyes, shaped like mine, but bronze where mine were green, grew misty with tears as he ran his hand pinched the bridge of his nose in sorrow. “My beautiful daughter. I made so many terrible choices that led to your kidnapping. I was blind to the truth of those around me. And you suffered for my arrogance. Please,” he said lowering his head, as if in shame. “Please forgive me.”

      There was not an ounce of bitterness in my heart for all that had happened. “There’s nothing to forgive, father,” I said. “I’m grateful for the life I have had, and I’m grateful to be here with you now.”

      “Thank you, my dear,” he said, looking up. “I am so grateful as well.”

      Though I meant what I had said to my father, I said in part because I felt so embarrassed by the king weeping over such a simple, insignificant girl. It was all so incredibly overwhelming. In a matter of days, my life had been turned upside down in every which way. I had fallen in love, I had seen the death of the man I had thought was my father, I’d almost met my own end, and now here I was, in the company of King Rowan, surrounded by such riches and extravagance that I felt unworthy to even look upon it all, never mind touch or enjoy it.

      All I had known was gone, replaced by a world in which I felt I did not belong. I felt like I was standing on the shore while the sand was swept out from under my feet. I held onto Bors’ hand and locked eyes with him. I didn’t know what to say or how to say it, but somehow, he knew it all without my uttering a word.

      He pressed my fingers to his lips, never looking away from me. In his eyes, I saw light and fire, love and adoration: all the things I had never imagined I would have—all the things I now knew I could never live without. He took time with the kiss and said finally, “I love you. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be with you always.”

      With all my heart, I hoped that could be true. But looking at him here, this scarred clan warrior in a place of such luxury and finery, I wasn’t sure what would happen to our love. And right then, I wasn’t strong enough to do more than simply pray that we could find a way.
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        * * *

      

      I regained my strength quickly and the doctors were pleased at how well I was healing. Although the knife wound did much damage, they assured me I was young and recovering well. They said I would not suffer any lasting consequences for the attempt on my life. I was relieved to hear it, but still had one important question that I was unsure how to ask. When I was left alone with my nursemaid, I finally asked her what was on my mind. “But tell me truly. Will I still be able to bear children?”

      She turned to face me over her shoulder, her eyes soft and warm. She was kindly and aged, like the grandmother I had never known. “Yes, you will, child. And I hope you bless our kingdom with dozens of daughters and sons just as lovely as you.”

      The next few days passed dreamily and happily. I spent long hours with Bors and my father; we enjoyed all of our meals together and talked for many, many hours. My father and I especially had much to catch up on.

      He wanted to know the details of everything I could remember, about my childhood, my upbringing, the man I had known as my father and many other things. What I did not know from my own experience, Bors was able to fill in for me, about Bardo and the Queen’s Guard, sharing what he knew or gathering information from contacts he made in the castle.

      “I’m very grateful to you for returning her to me,” my father said to Bors, one afternoon at my bedside.

      Bors glanced at me and then at my father. “Then now is as good a time as any to formally ask you for her hand in marriage.”

      Bors looked at me and lifted his eyebrows in anticipation. I was so startled by the question that I stumbled over my words. “I…I’ve…” But with my hand clasped in his, I told him with my tightest squeeze what I felt in my heart: yes. A thousand times, yes.

      “Is that what you want, my dear?” Asked my father, looking uncertain.

      Finally, I found my voice. “Yes, more than anything. I love him and I never want to be apart from him.”

      But my father’s brow furrowed, and his jaw jutted forward slightly. His was a noble, commanding presence, and it was intimidating to a girl like me. No matter how many times I reassured myself he was my father, he was also my king. It was plain even to me that Bors’ proposal was not entirely to his liking.

      “He is the man who returned you to me, and in truth it does my old heart good to see the two of you so deeply in love,” he said. “But the fact of the matter is, no daughter of mine can be allowed to marry a commoner.”
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        * * *

      

      Sir Bors of Mackay was knighted that afternoon, in a ceremony in the royal gardens, beneath my bedroom balcony. I was strong enough to stand and watch the ceremony, with all its ritual and seriousness. When Bors and my father had sworn fealty to one another, my father granted him permission to marry me. And once the ceremony ended, Bors made his way down the garden path and knelt below my balcony, sword planted into the ground before him

      “Marry me, Sara. Please.”

      “Look at me, knight,” I told him. He raised his face and I was met with a beaming smile. When our eyes locked, I nodded and told him it would be my honor to call myself his wife.

      He wasted no time getting back to me in my chambers. His heavy footfalls echoed through the stone hallway outside my room. Once he arrived, I heard my guards step aside with an armored salute.

      Finally, we were alone together, at long last.

      “Get back in bed,” he said, with a lift of his chin.

      “I still outrank you, Sir Bors,” I teased. I took a hellebore from a nearby vase and buried my nose in it as I watched him. “If I am to submit to you, it is on condition that Lenten roses will be our flower, for now and always, to the end of time.”

      “Deal. Now into bed,” he said again, even more firmly. So firm and so commanding that it made my thighs tremble.

      The flower fell from my fingers as I obeyed his command. He unbuckled his sword belt and removed his dagger from its sheath, placing his weapons on the ground, then he leaned down over me, meeting my lips with his. The kiss was luxurious and unhurried. My clit began pulsing as I tasted his mouth on my lips

      I pulled back from the kiss just long enough to say, “I want you inside me.”

      I felt him smile as he kissed me again, and he shook his head. Now it was his turn to pull away. “You’re not strong enough. You’re still hurt”

      Gazing up at him, I felt warm and safe and protected. “But you are my strength,” I said. One tug on the tie of his britches was enough to make them loosen… and make him groan. “I’m only whole if you’re inside me,” I told him, tugging on his lip with my thumb. I pulled back the comforter and lifted up my skirt. “Make me whole.”

      “Fuck,” he growled. Without taking his eyes off of mine, he stroked his cock against my bare leg. I parted my thighs for him and lay back with his help on the soft down pillows.

      His thrusts were slow and careful, and with each one I was reminded of his staggering masculine power. He positioned his hips so that as he drove into me, his lower abdomen met with my clit, increasing the overpowering waves of pleasure. As he slid his massive hands behind my body, he held on tight to my hips, taking me again and again and again.

      As he made love to me, one orgasm slid through into the next so that I didn’t know where one ended and the other began. Some of my orgasms were explosions that made me dig my teeth into his flesh. Others were like shooting stars in an asteroid shower, or like ripples on a still lake—whispers of bliss in a sea of ecstasy.

      “If you weren’t hurt,” he growled against my ear, “I’d fuck you straight through until dawn.”

      “We can always try,” I whispered as my body rolled with yet another orgasm and my walls tightened again around the stiff thickness of his cock.

      As I did, I felt his hips hitch and his balls tighten. I might have been the most powerful woman in the land, it was true. But nothing, nothing, made me feel as powerful as the way he groaned when I overpowered this beast of a man with my own inner strength.

      “You’re going to make me come, princess.”

      “So then do it,” I said, with another squeeze.

      Another primal growl. “I never want to stop fucking you.”

      I liked the sound of that, but not as much as I liked the sound of his pleasure. “Breed me, Sir Bors. Breed me right now.”

      And with that, he released his seed deep into my womb and claimed me as his once again.
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Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      Our wedding was on the first day of summer that year. The afternoon was warm and sunny and it seemed as though every flower in the land came into bloom to celebrate with us. The week before the wedding there was a festival of feasts and games, bringing together all the clans and regions of the kingdom for the first time in a generation.

      Beneath my dress that day, with its layers of handmade lace and exquisite needlework, hidden from the prying eyes of the massive celebrating crowds, I had just begun to show with the baby that Bors had put inside me. As I said my vows to him and he to me, we both glanced down more than once at our baby, both of us giddy with dreams of the future.

      And that future didn’t disappoint. On our wedding day I was carrying what would be our first child of three—two princes and then a princess. Bors doted on all of them, but our little girl, Angelica, perhaps most of all. Lately, his favorite thing to do has been having the boys hang from his biceps while rides on his shoulders.

      Each Saturday, we load the children onto Bors favorite old Percheron and take them to the river for a picnic. Every week, the children fall sound asleep after a day of playing in the water and eating too many sugared orange peels. And every week, Bors and I steal away into the high grass to make love again and again. Every time is like the first time; every time, he gives me more of his heart and I give him more of mine.

      He is happier now than I have ever seen him. The royal stables have the finest breeding stock in the kingdom, and kings and queens from far across the seas come to visit, to see the special royal stock of studs and mares and marvel at the brilliance of their master.

      I am happy too—happiest of all when I am with Bors and the children, happiest at home in our palace, where I insist on making my own bread and picking my own flowers. When the Lenten roses are in bloom, I collect them, dry them and have them throughout the house all year.

      We have a nanny for each child, but they are more my friends than the children’s keepers. Through the years, I’ve brought many women to the castle to speak with my father, the king, about life in the countryside. Angelica herself has been among them, and she too is prospering as a healer. No woman has been tried as a witch since I came to the palace. Such foolish fear of women has no place in our world.

      Angelica spends many Sunday afternoons with us and the children.  She’s left behind her years of entertaining men and on one spring afternoon as we rode back to the castle, one of Bors now personal guards, Seamus, met us at the gate.  He’s gained my respect and my thanks as if it were not for him allowing Bors past the gates the day he rode to save me, I would have surely perished.

      When his eyes cast upon Angelica, all I could think of was how Bors had looked me that first time. They have danced around a courtship for a year since but I finally believe Angelica believes he motives are true and they eloped under the oak trees once early morning the following fall.

      These have been good, peaceful, prosperous years for everybody. King Rowan’s reign will be praised for generations. The infighting that plagued my father when Queen Beatrice was alive is no longer a problem; after she confessed, named all her co-conspirators and fell on my father’s mercy, she was granted a partial pardon, and lived in exile for several years in an opulent and remote palace by the sea, guarded at all times by men loyal to the king.

      I don’t think King Rowan had the heart to see her executed, and when he asked my opinion I told him I was happy for her to be shown leniency. But she died through natural causes, and was buried with her own people near Sedgwick. The mother that I knew, who my adoptive father had so long mistreated as well she did me, has come to see us from time to time, but she has never warmed to me, nor have my sisters. Nor have I warmed to them. But I treat them always with the graciousness and respect that they so long denied me. I remain grateful to them for keeping me alive, even if I was not always happy under their roof. If not for them, I would never have met Bors. And for that, I remain always thankful.
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        * * *

      

      The night was cold and the winter frosts were again upon us as Bors placed another log on the roaring fire, and joined me in our bed. It had always been the tradition for princesses and their consorts to have separate bedrooms, but he and I wouldn’t hear of it. We would always rather be together than otherwise, no matter if we were sleeping or awake.

      His body on top of mine warmed me like nothing else could. I ran my fingertips down his shoulder and biceps, then down his chest and rippling stomach muscles. I raised myself up slightly on my elbow and nibbled his ear. “It’s time for you to put another baby in me, Sir.”

      “That time again, is it?” He asked. He teased me with his cock at my opening, only just dipping into my wetness, caging me in with his massive arms on either side of my body. “Think you’ve earned it?”

      I dragged my tongue down his throat and cradled his heavy balls in my hands. He gave me the special groan that he always did when I touched him there—the groan that told me, though I was curvy and soft, he was entirely outmatched by my strength and charms.

      “I’m at your mercy. You fucking know it,” he whispered, and pressed his cock into me.

      As he entered me, he kissed me with lusty dark fury that made me forget myself. “Mine,” he growled as he drove into me.

      His.

      Always.

      Forever.

      

      
        
        Want to know what happens with Angelica and her own prince charming?  Click here to join the VIP group and receive the exclusive bonus story about her own happily ever after!
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        Excerpt

      

      

      Once I was satisfied that she’d had enough to eat, I took the food away and then turned to her across the bedroom. She was still tangled up in the sheets. Way the fuck too much fabric and not nearly enough skin. “Let me see you. All of you.”

      She sensed my change in tone and obeyed without a question. Hooking the sheet with her toes, she slid her feet down her calves, until she lay naked in front of me. She looked fucking delicious there. Part of me wanted to take her exactly like she was. But it was time to get back to serious business. The things I wanted to do her most were way too filthy to do in a featherbed. To work on her properly, I needed restraints.

      I leaned over her, pressing my forehead to hers, caging her in with my arms. We were so close that she had to press her chin into her neck to look me in the eye. With cool fingertips, she traced where my hair met the back of my neck. “What are you going to do to me?” she said in a whisper.

      I liked that, that she sensed I had something in store. But there was a lesson here and she needed to learn it. I ran my thumb softly over her cheek so that she could feel how I adored her, being sure to comfort her as I corrected her behavior. “From now on, no more fucking questions. I’m going to do exactly what I want to you. That’s for me to know and you to find out.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded. “I understand, sir.”

      I rolled her nipple between my thumb and forefinger to reward her. She arched her back in pleasure, offering me her throat. I kissed her on the spot where I’d left the hickey, thinking all the time: That title. Sir. It bothered me. Generic as fuck. She probably used it for half the assholes that came to buy dairy from her farm. I sucked a deep long pull of her throat and then let her go, as I released her nipple as well. “I want you to use a word to address me that you word for nobody else.”

      “Ummm…” she said, searching my eyes.

      “Don’t fucking answer yet,” I told her, scooping her up in my arms, her head over my shoulder and her ass by my chest. With one hand on her left ass check, and with my fingers just touching the bud of her anus, I hauled her out of the bedroom and took her into the dungeon, laying her on her back on the fuck table. This time, I secured her thighs and upper arms so that she was spread-eagle and helpless.

      Hovering over her, I ran the V of my hand down her slender throat. “Are you going to be good, or do you I need to restrain this, too?”

      She looked scared and aroused together, exactly like she needed to be. “I’m… It’s up to you.”

      My growl snuck out of my throat before I could stop it. “What a good fucking answer,” I said. “But I don’t ask you questions for no reason. Tell me.”

      “I’ll be good. I promise.”

      Still looking her in the eye, I ran my hand down the centerline of her body, down her throat, her breastbone, her stomach, her pelvis, and to her pussy. Just as I had with her nipple, I rolled her clit between thumb and forefinger. She hissed and tried to buck back, but the restraints were too tight and she couldn’t move. Fucking perfect.

      I’d made her come a fuckload of times the night before and I knew she was sensitive. The tip of my cock was raw; I could only imagine what I’d done to the inside of her pussy. But that didn’t fucking matter to me. “You’re going to want me to stop. I will not stop.”

      Her body shuddered and she closed her eyes. She bit her lip as I rolled her clit back and forth, back and forth. I eased up on the pressure just long enough for her to answer. “I understand.”

      I knew she’d wanted to ask Won’t stop what? But she’d stopped herself. I leaned back over her again and kissed her deep and long. When I ended the kiss I told her, “You’re doing so well.”

      The fear in her eyes softened and she smiled up at me. “I am?”

      “Oh fuck yes,” I said, sliding two fingers inside her again. “You’re perfect, baby.”

      A happy little sigh was accompanied by a curl of her toes. “Thank you.”

      “But remember,” I said, pulling over a chair that I had beside the table, “I will not stop.”
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        Dani Wyatt used to feel bad about having such dirty thoughts. Luckily, one day, she decided to start writing them down. Her ultra-obsessed, alpha heroes have a wicked possessive streak and an insatiable libido. Her heroines are intelligent, quirky, and worry about having too much muffin top. So, if you like your insta-love over the top, super-hot, with a little more plot and always a happily ever after, you’re in the right place.

      

      

      

      
        
        She’s fighting middle age like a warrior and lives an average life battling gravity. When she's not writing, she is probably laughing about some irony (like the fact that A-1 Steak Sauce is vegan), reading, riding her horse, or looking cross-eyed at some piece of technology sent to ruin her day.
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        Nikolai Andrew has been writing stories as far back as he can remember. His elementary school teachers used to have him stay after class to try to explain some of his more creative work but with a to-die-for smile and wisdom beyond his years, he always managed to charm his way out of trouble. Not much has changed, except he’s now found an outlet for his stories where he can show off a bit of his darkness, a dash of dominance and a sprig of hopeless romantic topped with a whole helping of hot.

      

        

      
        When he’s not writing, he’s playing with his many aquariums, searching for rocks, enjoying cheap vodka and making waitresses blush. He’s got a penchant for vintage Playboy’s and Vargas girls and a weakness for giving out spankings and cookies. Drop him a line anytime. He loves to hear from readers. Especially their own ideas on what he should write next.
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        We appreciate you.

        Nikolai & Dani
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