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Maksim

        

      

    

    
      “Give me the strength to stop wanting her.”

      I kept my voice low as I knelt at the altar, but the deep baritone of my words seemed to echo off the centuries old cut stone walls. When I lowered my head and shut my eyes, I saw her. I always fucking saw her. The curve of her neck, the shape of her lips, the way her skirt outlined the V of her pussy when the wind blew just right. Anika. My goddamned stepsister.

      “Give me the strength to overcome this fucking obsession.” The cut of my words were pleading.  Begging and I waited.

      No answer.

      There was never an answer.

      But any son who loses his mother as a child and says he doesn’t talk to her is full of shit. My mother had been dead for years, but I talked to her all the time. And I came here, kneeling at the shrine I’d built in her old chambers, to pray for one thing most of all: to free me from the burden of loving Anika.

      My mother would’ve been the first to forbid us from seeing each other, I was sure of it. But the fucking irony was this: Anika was just the type of woman my mother would have loved. Headstrong, whip-smart, fiercely independent. And so damned kind to everybody, it made my goddamned heart hurt.

      The other irony, of course, was the fact I was the heir to the throne and could have any woman I chose. But the only one I wanted was the one I couldn’t have.

      It was fucking impossible. So, I turned to my mother for help. And I needed some serious help. Because without it, this obsession would destroy me. Or destroy our kingdom.

      Or both.

      No matter how hard I prayed, I got no relief. I loved Anika to distraction, to insanity. I thought of her constantly. When I was awake, I thought about protecting her. When I slept, I thought about fucking her. I woke up hard for her and went to sleep even harder. It never ended. And unless I found a way to make her mine, I knew it never would.

      A noise from my right made me open my eyes and look over. If anybody heard me—the prince and heir to the throne—lusting over my goddamned stepsister, I would be royally and truly fucked. Rising to go check, I rubbed my temples and ran my hand down my stubble as I approached the door.

      But it was nothing to worry about: in the chair out in the hallway sat Dora, my mother’s former lady in waiting. She was half-deaf, half-blind, and so ancient that taking naps had become a full-time job. She was slumped in her chair, hands clasped over her pudgy belly, snoring as she slept. As one of my very few remaining links to my mother, I looked after her like she was my own grandmother. She might as well have been.

      Dora was napping comfortably, but judging from the uncapped flask on the table next to her, in need of a refill.

      As usual.

      Slipping my own flask from my pocket, I topped up hers and capped it. As I set it back down, she snorted herself awake, blinking her cloudy eyes in the dimly lit hallway.

      She looked at the flask and smiled.

      “Your mother is looking after her Dora still,” she said with a sigh, as she unscrewed the lid and took a sip. “Every day I come and catch a few winks after I finish my drink. Every day I wake to find a full flask. A miracle. Have I told you about it, my boy?”

      A million goddamned times.

      I hid my impatience, though. I could never tell if she really believed that my mother visited her or if she was just bullshitting me. Didn’t matter. As long as she was comfortable and happy, I felt like I was doing right by her, even if I had to do it in secret. I had a reputation as an unfeeling bastard and I aimed to keep it that way.

      “Once or twice,” I finally said and her thin lips curved into a sly grin.

      She took a seriously respectable swig, capped her flask, and then patted my hand.

      “Saw your pretty little stepsister earlier, wearing a brand new dress. Cornflower blue. Looks like an angel made it, you ask me. I reckon it must have cost a city’s ransom for the material alone. Imported… You should have seen her.”

      Fuck yes, I’d seen her. And Dora was right: the new blue dress was probably the most expensive garment in the land. I’d had it made for her myself from silk that cost more just to have transported across the sea than most people earned in a dozen years, and had it put in her chambers.

      She had no clue it was me. I’d caught a glimpse of her that morning and my cock responded instantly. But I managed to make a grumble that sounded semi-believable, even to me.

      “You know I don’t notice shit like that about her.” I lied. I noticed every fucking thing about her.

      Dora answered with a little wry smile.

      “Typical man, more interested in politics and intrigue than beauty. But you can’t fool me, my lad. I know there’s more than just iron and steel in that heart of yours, and one day you’ll meet a girl that turns your head, just as your sister will turn a fair few heads of her own, I can tell you.”

      “I don’t need my head turned by a—” I started, when the sun’s journey brought it into alignment with the distressed glass of the window opposite my mother’s old room, casting a dazzling spray of light along the wall that quickly diminished and settled to a pleasant glow.

      Fuck.

      The hour had gotten away from me. My sister could be miles away by now on one of her god-damned hunting trips. Anika didn’t care that such things were forbidden. She rarely got caught slipping past her guards, and had no fear of highwaymen or wild animals. She didn’t give a shit about any of it.

      She was like a hawk that had to fly. It had become such a common occurrence for her to slip out of the castle that I had taken to checking on her four or five times a day, following from a safe distance when I found her missing so she wouldn’t figure out I was there and redouble her efforts at secrecy.

      If I didn’t keep an eye on her, nobody would.

      I didn’t have a single goddamned second to lose. I grabbed my sword belt from the hook by the door and booked it down the hallway, pulling the belt tight and adjusting my weapons as I went.

      “Prince Maksim!” Dora called out after me.

      I spun around, still walking backward, and lifted my eyebrows impatiently. “Yeah?”

      Dora beamed, all mischief. Again, I couldn’t tell if she was lucid or crazy as a shithouse rat. “Come back. I’ve got a little something for you,” she said, eyes sparkling in the early light.

      Unless it was a goddamned sign from above that fucking my stepsister wasn’t going to get me hanged, it could wait.

      “I’ll come back, next time I do you can give it to me.” I spun on my heel, and took off toward the courtyard, hustling to get to Anika at the old stables as fast as I could.
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        * * *

      

      I dismounted deep in the forest, about a hundred yards from the abandoned stables where I knew Anika always tacked up when she wanted to hunt on her own. They had once been the stables to a royal palace that stood here in the forest, but that was many centuries ago. Nothing now remained of that old palace except this ruined building, a place with a reputation for being haunted that kept away those who might otherwise try to steal the stones for newer buildings.

      Tying my horse to a nearby beech tree, I spotted a pair of small, curious eyes in the thicket between me and the old stables. I knew all of Anika’s secrets, even this one. Her pet fox, Falroy, followed her everywhere. He’d gotten plenty used to seeing me, so that he didn’t even run when he saw me. But he was still wild and I knew that bribes helped me keep cover. From my pocket, I took a piece of dried meat and tossed it to him. He chased it down with a flick of his tail and a rustle of leaves.

      Keeping my footsteps soft and steady on the low carpet of ferns, I went around the back of the stables, where a crumbled wall let me get inside without Anika knowing.

      I could just barely hear her whispering to her mare, another gift from me, and one I partly regretted since the horse was swift and light-footed, making her fucking difficult to track.

      She’d come with the name Rosa, but Anika always called her Rosie. She was a beautiful roan with a cream and gray coat, with dappled spots up her flanks, which made her look much older than she actually was. She had been a prizewinning racer in her day, always fooling everybody because she looked so ordinary. Watching Anika’s every move let me get to know her in a way that nobody else did—I could tell she was happiest on her own, unseen, able to move from place to place unnoticed. Rosie was just the horse for it. A teenage racehorse in a work horse’s skin.

      Of course, the saddle and tack provided for a princess at the castle stables were no good for hunting. Princesses were supposed to go for dainty side-saddle rides on the well-kept pathways through our carefully manicured grounds, not galloping through the forest looking for game animals to bring down and drag home. Hence the need for a second set of stables where she could discard the trappings of her status and saddle up for the hunt.

      I slipped into an otherwise unused stall, which shared a wall with where Anika always tacked up. As I approached the gap in the stall wall, I steadied my breathing, closed one eye, and looked through at her.

      The new blue dress was just falling to her feet. She stood there, half naked before me. And my cock hardened instantly in response.

      I knew exactly what she was doing, but every fucking time it turned me on more than I ever thought possible. Each time she managed to slip away, she’d come here and change out of her dress and into peasant’s clothes. She had them in a neatly folded stack, dirty and grungy linen.

      For a while, she’d worn the clothes of a more common woman. But over time, she’d taken to dressing as a young man to give her deeper cover. As disguises went, I had to admit it was fucking decent—she looked every bit the hardworking peasant boy, except for one thing.

      The crossbow.

      That, too, had been a gift from me, inlaid with mahogany along the bow with roses, which were her favorite. She had no fucking clue it had been me that had it made for her.

      Most people in the royal court assumed the gifts came from secret admirers, courtiers who would someday make a move to marry into the family through the king’s stepdaughter. And of course that idea was also on my father’s mind. The only thing he thought Anika was good for was a useful marriage and breeding. He wouldn’t hesitate to make her a pawn in some advantageous alliance.

      Breeding, though. Talk about a good idea. Fuck. I closed my eyes and thought about that—about breeding her myself. Tied to a sawhorse. With a belt around her waist so I could keep her steady as I shot my cum against the opening of her womb.

      I forced my eyes open. I needed to see her flesh and I needed it now. She tugged at the tie of her under-blouse and her breasts came free. Goddamn. Those beautiful fucking ripe, creamy breasts. Her nipples were slightly oval, puckered and hard with the coolness of the forest air.

      I felt a growl welling inside me, starting in my cock and getting dangerously close to giving me away. I cupped my erection on the outside of my pants, but it wasn’t enough. So I slid my hand down my pants and gripped my shaft hard.

      She let her blouse drop and her knickers as well, so she stood there naked in front of me. Squeezing my cock, I imagined being inside her, pounding her hard in my bed.

      You’re all fucking mine.

      As I fucked her, I’d feel her pussy tighten around me, the flutter of her walls, her cheeks flushing as she began to come undone underneath me.

      I fucking hate you for what you’ve done to me, I’d tell her softly in her ear as she came on me. I’m gonna punish you for it every night until the day we die.

      Fisting myself harder, I imagined binding her to the stable wall, teasing her with my mouth, my dick, my fingers. Making her tremble.

      Beg for this cock, Princess. Show me you fucking deserve my seed inside you.

      She turned away from me, showing me her ass, and it was all I could do not to groan out loud as I jacked off. But then, fucking then, she hinged forward, bending low at her hips, to pick up the shirt she’d left on the stable floor.

      I had a perfect view of her spread ass cheeks and her deep pink, flowering pussy from behind. Her lips were slightly darker than the rest of her cunt. The faint light from the open eaves of the stable’s holey tiled roof provided just enough light for me to see the slick, shiny crease between her folds. The only thing that would’ve made it more beautiful was my cum and her virgin blood, trickling out of her. And a jeweled butt plug in her ass.

      Fucking Christ. I stroked myself more firmly, barely more than a squeeze and release, mercilessly trapping the blood in the head and my balls, fucking desperate to have my dick inside her.

      As she put on her clothes and tucked her long, dark-red hair beneath her hat, I got some level of control over myself. But not much. Seeing her in boy britches fucking murdered me, every goddamned time. Those hips. That ass. Goddamn it, how I wanted my hand prints on that ass… how I wanted my cock inside every hole she had.

      Fuck, if I wasn’t careful, I was going to cum right then and there. Wouldn’t be the first time I came while watching her in secret—far from it. But I could just tell this orgasm was going to be explosive. Too fucking risky.

      As bad as I wanted—needed—to empty my balls to get some relief, I loosened my grip and got control of my urges. I’d finish myself later that night, growling out her name from between gritted teeth.

      Like I did every night.

      She finished brushing Rosie with quick, expert flicks of the soft brush and then slung the saddle over her back on its pad, tightening the girth and checking the bit and bridle. Her competence and her independence were wildly sexy to me—so many fucking women made a habit of helplessness. But not Anika. And I fucking loved that about her.

      With an expert use of her shoulder against Rosie’s flank, she checked her hooves for debris and then patted her backside with a firm spank. Placing her foot in the stirrup, she easily mounted all by herself, graceful and strong.

      Anika click-clicked to tell Rosie to walk on, nudging her with her heels. Rosie responded with a snort and did as she was told. On Anika’s face was the purest, most uncomplicated joy. This is when she was freest, happiest, and even more exquisitely beautiful.

      This was her release from the often stifling demands of court, and despite my fears for her safety I admired the hell out of her for taking it. And I found myself smiling too, because now it was time for one of my favorite parts of all.

      The chase.

      I slipped out of the gap at the back of the stable, and made a running mount of my horse. I took off after her, riding hard, but she had the jump on me. She’d given Rosie her head to run, and I had to use all my senses to track her, listening between my own horse’s hoof beats for the crack of twigs and hush of rustling leaves up ahead while trying to stay just far enough behind to keep my own cover.

      For a minute, I was certain I was right behind her, and slowed my pace. But then I knew, instinctively, that she was further away from me than I’d wanted. I’d noticed that happening with her more often now than ever before—I just knew, fucking knew, when she was close. And felt it in my bones when she was far away. Like an ache.

      The dense leaf cover swallowed her up, hoof beats and all.

      Damn it.

      I scanned the forest for any sign of her. Up ahead, near ground level, I spotted a clump of ferns swaying, and not with the breeze.

      Gotcha. I drove my heels in hard, and my horse shot forward into a full gallop.

      But no sooner had he taken off running than he skidded to a halt and reared, nearly throwing me off. Like the ground had dropped out from under me, I found myself half-way airborne. He landed hard and wheeled around in a panicked circle. I tried to get control of him.

      “What the fuck,” I muttered, trying to calm him down.

      But then I saw it, too.

      It was Rosie, running back toward us, wild-eyed and terrified…with an empty saddle on her back.
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        * * *

      

      She’d been ambushed by highwaymen. My rage at seeing her in danger was so overpowering that it damn near fucking blinded me completely. Staying low, I looped the horses reins over a brand keeping them hidden. I assessed what we were up against. Fucking highwaymen. Parasites of the forest. My first act as king would be to string every single one of them up by their balls.

      Four of them had ambushed her. One of them she’d killed herself already, with a kill-shot to the heart. The second lay moaning, clutching his belly, trying to stifle the blood seeping from a wide gash. The knife wound was plenty bad enough to keep him off his feet, and it would kill him, but it wasn’t deep and it would be a slow death. It would take days of shit and a puss and agony and fear out here in the forest for him to find the grave, most likely finished off by wolves or a bear.

      Not fucking slow enough, I thought, as I cracked my knuckles, and sized up the other two, grudgingly impressed by the fact they hadn’t fled at the first sign their chosen quarry might fight back.

      They were both armed, one with a dagger and the other with an ax. Anika’s fox was nipping at their ankles, chattering and squealing, trying to get them away from Anika. The ax wielder had her from behind, either with her hands bound or her thin wrists clasped in one of his huge hands, I couldn’t tell. The one with the knife searched her pockets, feeling her up, looking for coin or valuables.

      As he slid his hand between her legs, he froze. “Now what do we have here?”

      Fucking fuck.

      “You’re no lad, now are you?” He ripped off her hat and her long, beautiful hair spilled down her shoulders like a copper waterfall.

      Now that she was revealed, she let loose a primal, ear-splitting scream, and kicked wildly at both of them, even sinking her teeth into the big one’s arm pulling her hands free and swinging at the air.

      But he was as stupid as he was big. Like a brain damaged hog. If the bite bothered him, he gave no signal. Just the opposite.

      “I like my women with a little fight in them,” he said, drunk and sloppy and mealy mouthed. “But not too much fight.”

      With a horny grin on his face, he reached into his pocket, produced a thin blade, and placed it to her throat.

      Anika froze. So did I. For a long second, it was as if everything in the forest held perfectly still. Even Falroy stopped dead in his tracks. The only thing that moved was Anika’s trembling fingers as she slowly raised her hands in surrender.

      The smaller of the two grabbed her wrists and bound them behind her back once again. From the way the two of them worked, I could tell they’d done this before. Motherfuckers.

      “Please! Please don’t hurt me. Please… I’m… I can…. I’m actually…”

      Don’t you fucking dare tell them who you really are, I told her, willing the words into her mind from my own.

      I could see her swallow hard and I tensed.  I needed to be sure they wouldn’t hurt her in the process of what came next.

      “There are people waiting for me up ahead. They’ll be looking for me any moment. Please. Just let me go. I won’t say a word about you to anybody.”

      Good girl. I breathed out a long exhalation of relief. But their not knowing she was the Princess of Estana didn’t change a goddamned thing. She was still alone, she was still vulnerable, and she still had a sweet, tight little pussy. She was still in big fucking trouble.

      “Let me see those titties,” said the big one, drooling into Anika’s hair from behind.

      Maybe I’d string that one up by the tongue and by the balls.

      The other one made short work of her shirt, ripping it off of her to reveal her beautiful breasts. A soiled, dirty hand cupped her perfectly white flesh.

      I was too rage-blind to care which one of them was doing it. Everything in the universe narrowed down to that single thing. Her pure flesh and those foul fingers. They were touching her in the place that only I was meant to touch her. And there was not a fucking chance I was going to let them touch her anywhere else.

      In that moment, my rage disappeared, and was replaced with a total, fucking surreal level of otherworldly calm. Nobody, fucking nobody, was going to harm my sister. Nobody was going to damage the one good thing in the world. These motherfuckers were going to feel my wrath. Right fucking now.

      My heartbeat slowed; my focus returned. I filled my lungs with the first full breath I’d had since my horse reared up. I rose from my crouch. Silent and stealthy, I removed my bow from my shoulder. I pulled my dagger from its sheath, palmed the hilt, and aimed at the knife-holder’s bulging, greasy jugular.

      And waited for my chance to get the perfect shot.

      But then again, I wasn’t sure anything about this was perfect. If I hit him, she’d find out I’d been following her. If I missed, I’d kill her.

      Fuck almighty, what a mess she’d gotten me into now.
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Anika

        

      

    

    
      When I saw the thin blade, I was terrified. But now I was angry. So angry. Who did these oily, foul-smelling perverts think they were, attacking me in the forest? Ripping my shirt off? Touching me? Looking at me?

      Jerks. As the one in front of me groped my breast, I gathered a mouthful of spit. When he leaned in toward me, I launched it right in his face, a direct hit into his open eyes. He drew back instantly, wiping his face.

      “You little whore,” he snarled, his face and cheeks all splattered with my saliva.

      “Got a lot more where that came from, you disgusting piece of…”

      “Shut the fuck up,” said the big one behind me, pressing the blade harder against my neck.

      Again, I felt my fear well up inside me. It frustrated me that I was so afraid. I was annoyed with myself for not being bigger, stronger, and more able to defend myself. I’d spotted them waiting for me before they attacked, and the first one had fallen to a crossbow bolt before they had me surrounded. As they pulled me from Rosie’s saddle, I’d managed to get my knife into the second, and hoped his scream might send them running, but alas no such luck. Against four men, with me on my own, it was only a matter of time before they overpowered me.

      As a hunter, I knew a lot about the behavior of prey. But I had never thought of myself as anybody’s prey. Until that moment. As the little one in front of me resumed his groping, I knew I had two options. Like a cornered animal, I could use my desperation to my advantage; fight tooth and claw and make things as difficult for everyone as possible. Or I could give in. I could stop fighting.

      The one in front me started to undo his pants.

      I felt terror first, but then resignation. Oh hell no. There was no way in the world I was letting these fools take my virginity. Giving in was not an option. Which left me only one choice…

      I had to fight back, with everything I had.

      With a ferocious jerk of my neck, I did a reverse head butt, slamming my skull into the big one’s face, the one who had been holding the knife to my neck. I felt the satisfying crunch of bone and smelled the mineral scent of blood. The blade dipped a few precious inches away from my throat, giving me just enough room to suck in a desperately needed breath.

      “You broke my nose, you cunt!” He said, his voice stuffy and high with the trauma to his face.

      The little one raised a hand to backhand me across the jaw, but I landed a solid kick to his groin, making him double over and collapse in agony.

      Excellent. But as I wheeled around to try to get away, I saw the big one might be a brute but he was just as quick as me. I was very much outmatched. Though his nose was broken, his face smeared with his own gushing blood, he still wielded the knife. And it was coming, coming, coming at me.

      From my right, I heard the whoosh-whoosh of an airborne knife, and almost simultaneously a dagger blade pierced the big one’s jugular. His bulging, surprised eyes locked onto mine, clutching at the blade as he slumped to the ground with a gurgle.

      Tracing the dagger’s path backward, I scanned the forest for any sign of movement. There was only one person I knew who could throw a blade like that, and even in my panic I was sure it couldn’t possibly be him. But then, the shiny leaves of a few rhododendrons shimmered in the dappled light, then parted. And there he was.

      My stepbrother. Maksim.

      As his dark eyes met mine, I became aware of my exposed breasts in a way I hadn’t been before—with his eyes on me, I felt more vulnerable, somehow more naked, than I had felt without knowing he was watching.

      It was as if he looked into me, through me, not just at my naked breasts but at my naked, exposed soul. I spun away, desperately wishing my hands were unbound so I could cover myself, mortified that he had seen me half-naked. But my embarrassment wasn’t enough to overpower his allure, and I looked back over my shoulder at him, watching his every move.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. He was enormous, with huge broad shoulders, and a wide and aggressive stance. On his right hand, he was missing his pinkie finger; I’d always wanted to know why and how he’d lost it, but I’d never had the courage to ask. He had the most commanding, intense, intimidating presence of anybody I had ever met. Like a panther. Dangerous and yet so gorgeous, I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

      He circled me, but I moved with him, keeping my back to him all the time. He towered over me, still looking at me in that very same way. Unflinching and intense. It was as if there were no dying thieves littered about the forest floor. It was as if, for that moment, it was just us. Only us.

      As I looked at him, I felt a surge of desire run through me. My breathing quickened; my senses sharpened. I knew nothing of wanting, nothing of men and women, but the pulsing flutter of my heartbeat between my legs was undeniable. My knees felt weak, my cheeks felt flushed. I was terrified of him. I always had been. And yet the only thing I wanted now was to be near him. To touch him, to feel him. To let him do whatever he wanted with me.

      But it made no sense to me that he was there, that he was my rescuer. He’d made it abundantly clear, since the first time we ever met, that I was less than nothing to him. A nuisance. A bother.

      “What in the world are you doing here?” I asked.

      He scoffed, working his jaw so that the vein in his temple throbbed. Then he shook his head slowly at me. “Not even a fucking thank you?” He said as he looked down at the smaller of my two attackers, still cringing in agony as he clutched his balls. “Can you believe this shit?”

      The man’s eyes went wide, suddenly aware of Maksim’s presence, and he shook his head as my brother grinned, unsheathing his short-sword.

      “No! Please! I didn’t-”

      His words were cut off as Maksim’s sword plunged through his throat with a solid thud, followed by a cacophony of wings as birds took flight from the treetops. It was a swifter death than I guessed awaited the one I’d knifed as I was pulled from my horse. The small man should be grateful for that.

      I scowled at Maksim, perturbed by his apparent amusement over this whole situation. Talking to him was like playing a game where I didn’t know the rules. It seemed I could never say the right thing. Never. And every time I opened my mouth, it seemed like I made him hate me more.

      “Thank you,” I said softly. “Of course. Thank you for saving me.”

      My gratitude didn’t make him soften. Just the opposite. He drew his dagger from the big one, glanced around for suitable fallen branches and started sharpening the ends. “Look away,” he said, his voice gruff and intimidating.

      I shook my head.

      “Look the fuck away,” he growled. I’d felt like prey earlier, but that was nothing compared to this.

      This is how animals get killed, and I knew it; I’d had deer stare at me in just the way I was watching him now. Helpless. Mesmerized.

      Finally, I did shut my eyes; there was something about him that made me obey him, even when I didn’t want to. I didn’t close them fully, though; I couldn’t.

      Through the slit between my lashes, I watched him move from thief to thief on the ground, watched his biceps flex and ripple, and watched transfixed as he moved from one body to the next, removing their heads and mounting them on the makeshift spikes. Not exactly a subtle warning, but I don’t think my brother was aware of such things as subtlety.

      “I’m going to let you live,” he said to the one I’d taken out with my knife. “Be sure any of your other brotherhood knows, stay the fuck away from here.”

      He moved behind me. I couldn’t turn to watch him without giving myself away. So I stood still, listening. The sound of him cleaning his blade on his pants, the sound of him slipping it back into its sheath. And then the sound of dry pine needles, crunching behind me. And the feeling of his breath, on my bare shoulder. He was right behind me. Close enough now for me to feel the heat from his body radiating into my own.

      Then I heard the sound of rustling fabric. A shirt being untucked, buttons being undone. He was undressing.

      You monster. My entire body tightened, and this time I did shut my eyes, trying to calm myself. I’d heard he was a brute, a beast. A savage animal when it came to girls. But to take advantage of me now, vulnerable and exposed as I was?

      I’d never imagined that he could be so horrible. So utterly vile.

      Bound as my hands were, and huge as he was, I knew I was at his complete mercy. No matter how quick or cunning I was, he was and would always be bigger and stronger, and far more powerful than me. I also knew that he was a skilled fighter, both with knives and bare-handed. He’d be able to do anything he wanted to me. And there was nothing, I realized, that I could do to stop him.

      Swallowing hard, I was caught between what I thought I wanted and what I actually wanted. Stuck between my brain and my body. Everything rational told me he was a terrible man.

      Every rumor, every innuendo, every whispered hush of castle gossip. Prince Maksim was depraved to his very core. Everybody said so. And yet, deep inside me, at the root of my deepest self, I wanted him. And the rushing trickle between my legs was more powerful than any rational thought.

      The gentle touch of warm fabric over my shoulders yanked me out of my tangled web of desires. Opening my eyes, I realized he’d draped his huge shirt over my bare skin to cover my nakedness, except for the bare valley of flesh between my breasts and down to my belly button. I could smell his scent on the fabric—dark, rich, and musky. Like a forest after a soaking rain.

      With surprising speed and gentleness, he unfastened the bindings on my wrists, pulling them forward in front of me and soothing the place where I was bound with his thumbs and fingers. His touch wasn’t rough or angry. It was tender and concerned.

      Almost… I thought, with a gasp… almost loving. Almost wanting.

      Now he took me by the shoulders, and turned me around to face him. I had never seen him shirtless before. He was magnificent, every muscle bulging with strength and intensity. I let out a little hushed whimper as I looked down at the ridges of his abdominal muscles, at the tight, tanned skin of his belly button, running down into the deep valleys of his groin muscles.

      Dragging my eyes back up every perfect inch of his stomach and body, I saw a lacework of old scars. Knife wounds, the star-shaped pucker of a healed arrow puncture. He didn’t look like my brother.

      He looked like a warrior. Like a living god.

      I tried to speak, opening my mouth to thank him once again, but I couldn’t find the words. He’d made me completely, wholly speechless. He looked down at me with dark, wanting eyes; intense like I had never seen him before. Without breaking my gaze, he took one of my wrists in his hand…and began to bind it to my other wrist, this time in front of me, rather than behind me.

      “What…” I said, my breath catching in my throat. “What are you doing?”

      He didn’t answer with words, but instead placed his rough, thick fingertip at the hollow of my collarbone, at the base of my throat. He dragged it down my chest, between my breasts, and slowly down my belly. My breath came in short, hesitant gasps. It felt so good to have him touch me, finally, and my nipples tightened as I felt the heat of his skin against mine. His touch made me shiver, and my eyelids became heavy with desire. With need.

      Hooking his finger over the waistband of my britches, I felt his fingertip slip just past the top of my knickers. I was so close to him, but still I felt so far away. I needed my hands on that scarred, tanned skin. I needed to touch him, to feel him. Finally. Like I knew I had been wanting all along.

      Stepping into me a little more, he bit his lip as he studied me.

      “So... What’s my reward for saving your life, Princess?” He asked. The way he said that word, it was halfway to an insult. For some reason, I liked that. I yearned for it. That powerful, irreverent disrespect.

      Disrespect me. Please.

      My desire made everything hazy and heavy. But making him wait wasn’t a good idea. I knew that for sure. I wanted him a lot of ways, but I didn’t want him angry with me. Never that.

      “What do you want as a reward?” I managed.

      He seized both my wrists in one of his massive hands, and drew my arms up above me, as he walked me backward. The rough bark of a thick oak pressed into my skin through his shirt. He pinned me tight up against it, and I felt his hard cock pressing into my belly and hip.

      Oh lord. The trickle of wetness between my legs now felt like a sticky, thick river. But even through my lusty haze, his eyes were crystal clear. The color of dark amber, with flecks of green. He’d let his sideburns grow long, and his stubble was rough and dark.

      “Kiss me,” he said. “I think I deserve at least that.”

      I recoiled, turning my face to the side, putting up a struggle. But it was all artifice, all pretense. Everything inside me said yes to the kiss, and much, much more. And yet I knew that if I gave in to him too soon, he might think I was weak. I couldn’t stand him thinking that.

      I felt like I was walking on a tightrope. One misstep and I’d be done for—he’d push me away. But if I picked my steps just right, maybe, just maybe, I could get what I so desperately wanted. And what his hard cock told me he wanted, too.

      “You’re my brother. Never.”

      “Step-brother,” he growled.

      I searched his face for any sign of softening. Any hint of a smile. Any comfort in this intense, terrifying rush of desire and the unknown. But he showed nothing. He gave nothing away. How desperately I wanted to breach those walls. How I ached for him to let me in.

      With a thrust of his hips, he pushed into me even more firmly, and my eyes fluttered shut instinctively, like I was falling into a warm and deep pool.

      “I’ve never been kissed. I don’t know how.”

      Keeping my wrists above me with one hand, he used the other to tip my jaw up toward him. His fingertips dug into my flesh, his thumb especially firm against my cheek. Even that small gesture felt so possessive that it took my breath away. It was me he wanted with this burning intensity. Maybe it had been me all along.

      He nudged my cheek with his nose, and inhaled deeply, before meeting my lips with his. The kiss was intense at first, startling and overpowering, as if he had so much pent up desire that he was raging with it, almost out of his control. It was too much and I had no idea how to respond.

      But slowly he began to coax me from myself with his tongue, with his body, showing me how to kiss him. And how to be kissed. Before I knew it, I was kissing him back, whimpering and moaning into his mouth for more, oh God, please, Maksim, more.

      My moans were a mistake. As soon as he heard me respond to him like that, he pulled away. I toppled down from my wire. He looked furious. It was so disorienting that yet again, I didn’t know what to say or how.

      He wouldn’t even look me in the eye as he untied my hands, grinding his teeth like he was in a murderous rage.

      “Get out of here. Go home,” he said, turning away from me.

      I clutched his shirt to my chest. “What?” I asked, chasing after him.

      Finally he met my stare, and his gaze leveled me. As ferocious as a kick to the teeth. “Get the hell out of here, Anika. Get your ass back to the castle. Or I’ll take my rage out on that maid of yours that’s always following you around.”

      My mouth fell open and I stood there, horrified, as if he had transformed into a monster before my very eyes.

      He knew Maria was my best friend, not just my maid. He knew I’d brought her with me into this new, strange land when my mother had married his father. He knew what she meant to me. The very idea of him mentioning such a thing rattled me to my very core. Now, even the kiss seemed like nothing but a cruel joke.

      “You would never.”

      He narrowed his eyes, and ran his tongue over his teeth.

      “You’ve got no fucking idea what I’m capable of. Rosie’s there, through the trees.”  I pointed and jerked my head toward where I’d left the horses.  “Now get the fuck out of here. And don’t make me say it again.”
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      She didn’t say another word to me; she wouldn’t even look at me.

      With her jaw hard and her lips pursed, she tucked my shirt tight into her britches and stomped through the trees.  I watched, moving forward keeping my distance, as she mounted Rosie, taking off at a full gallop without even a fuck you glance.

      The forest floor shook under my feet when she thundered away, as skilled a rider as any man I’d ever met. Her fox darted into the underbrush, no doubt taking a faster route as he was unable to keep up with her pace. In a matter of seconds, she was gone. And I was all alone.

      I blew out a long breath and ran my hand over my jaw, trying to pull myself the fuck together. If I could’ve punched myself in the face, I would have.

      I had to go and fucking kiss her? I hated myself for what I’d said to her, about Maria but I fucking panicked. What kind of brother forces his sister to kiss him, except a complete monster? Well, a monster I would be if that was what it took to make her hate me, and perhaps if she hated me then I could stop fucking loving her.

      I’d fucking blown it. All of it. Just for the sake of one single kiss. What a kiss it had been, though—I could still taste her, I could still smell her. And I wanted her now more than fucking ever.

      Wanting her like I did. I hated myself for it. Letting out a growl, I punched my hand into my palm as hard as I could.

      Funneling my rage, I set about lugging the decapitated bodies of the highwaymen into a pile. I dragged them by their ankles off the path, piling them up like firewood. They deserved deaths a lot worse than they got as punishment for scaring Anika. Let the vultures come to peck out their eyes and dispose of their corpses.

      Cracking my neck side to side, I got my own horse from where he was waiting deeper in the forest. He could tell that my blood was still up—when he saw me coming, his eyes went wide and he jerked his head back as I touched him.

      Though I felt like I was back in some semblance of control, clearly I was still white-hot with rage at myself and with desire for Anika. Horses. Like living divining rods. They fucking know the truth that we don’t know how to admit to ourselves.

      I calmed him down with a few long strokes of his flank and then mounted him, heading slowly out of the forest. The threat to punish Anika’s maid, Maria, was an idle one. But I knew my reputation for cruelty would make her believe it. I knew full well that Maria was one of her biggest weaknesses.

      They were both alone here in Estana—they had each other and not much else. Anika had her mother, but they acted like strangers. Maria was Anika’s only real family. I knew that it had shocked Anika, me threatening her closest friend, and I hated the memory of the look on her face, the utter disgust, the absolute contempt.

      But desperate times call for desperate fucking measures. If I hadn’t gotten her away from me, right that very second, I knew I’d have taken her, with or without her consent. Threatening Maria was the lesser of two evils. And evil was what I did best.

      I clicked my tongue and my horse picked up his pace. I was still half-hard for Anika, still fucking aching for her. But following her back to the abandoned stables where she kept her riding gear was way too risky—with the way I was feeling, I’d fucking rip the place down just to get to her again. Jacking off while I watched her change wasn’t going to fucking cut it.

      Not now. I was the wolf that had tasted human blood and would never be the same again.
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        * * *

      

      When I got back to the castle, the big farmhand who looked after the horses scratched his head as I approached. His name was Milos and I’d known him damned near my entire life. We knew each other so well that he didn’t stand on much pretense around me, which was just fine with me. All the bowing and titles got on my nerves. At least here at the stables, I had to put up with a minimum of that bullshit.

      He wrinkled up his face and cocked his head, looking me up and down. It was only then that I realized I was shirtless. Christ. I’d been so deep in Anika that I hadn’t given myself a single fucking thought.

      I dismounted and handed him the reins.

      “Killed some highwaymen. Blood everywhere.”

      He nodded knowingly. “Well done, Your Grace.”

      I sized him up, looking at his shoulders and his chest. He wasn’t quite as big as me, but pretty fucking close.

      “Give me that shirt.”

      He unbuttoned it without question.

      “Should warn you, I was mucking stalls. Might smell like horseshit. And pigshit. And cowshit. General shit.”

      “Means you’re doing your job,” I said, slipping it on. “I appreciate it. Better be careful with this one,” I said, patting my horse. “Got spooked by the blood. I have two new shirts sent to you to replace this one.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you. Glad you’re back safe,” he said, and led my horse through to the stalls.

      Buttoning up the shirt as I walked, I made my way through the courtyard outside the stables and headed toward the main castle gates. There was all kinds of fucking hustle and bustle around me—carriages arriving, horses I didn’t recognize being groomed, people I’d never seen being escorted inside.

      Then I remembered we had some big dinner tonight; my father had told me so over breakfast. I’m not sure if he told me what it was for, but if he did I wasn’t paying attention because Anika was sitting across from me, eating strawberries, licking her lips which made me deaf to anything else going on around me.

      I growled to myself and tucked in my shirt. What I really wanted to do tonight was get shitfaced drunk and jack off while thinking about her. But apparently—a wagon load full of freshly plucked ducks passed me, heading for the kitchens—that wasn’t going to happen. Not tonight.

      Coming at me was one of the king’s guards, the most elite of our troops. He flipped up his armored visor and nodded at me.

      “Your Grace. Your father was asking after you.”

      “Listen,” I said, adjusting my balls and sniffing hard. “I want your men to make a daily sweep of the woods for brigands. I just had a run in with four of the bastards about a half mile from the ruined palace. One is still alive.”

      He worked his jaw off to the side, shaking his head in exasperation. “I’ll have them do it now, and again every day for the next week. That ought to send a stern message. And if my men find your survivor, they’ll make swift work of him.”

      I lifted my hand to tell him to stop. “If he’s still alive, leave him. He’ll deliver the message to others to stay the fuck away.”

      He nodded, gave me a firm handshake and headed off on his way, with armor and mail jangling, barking out sternly for his men.

      As I thudded across the castle drawbridge, the guards cleared a path for me, and the crowds parted on either side of me as I walked. Whenever I was out in public, I kept my jaw high, my eyes hard, like I was thinking about things way fucking more important than whatever was going on around me.

      I always was. I was always thinking about her, or looking for her, or waiting for her.

      Fucking always.

      She was my driving force, my north star, my anchor. My blessing and my fucking curse.

      I’d long since stopped assigning guards to keep her in the castle. There was no point, since it would take several dozen out of their daily duties if they were going to be effective. Besides, even I had to admit that her independence was part of the appeal.

      She was like a wildfire—any barrier I might try to put in her way would only make her burn hotter. The trick was to control her. And now that I’d tasted her fire for myself, controlling her was the only thing I wanted to do.
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        * * *

      

      I found my father by following the sound of terrified, girlish whimpers down a darkened corridor. As I approached, I made sure my footfalls were heavy, angry, and impossible to ignore.

      “Please don’t, my King,” I heard a soft, trembling voice say. Followed by his disgusting chuckle.

      “Father,” I snapped.

      The girl emerged from the shadows first. She was young, really fucking young.

      Her hair was mussed up; the neck of her dress hung off of her bare, bony shoulder. I met her terrified eyes with my stare, softening my gaze just enough that she didn’t panic when she saw me. I glanced at my shoulder to signal to her, and she adjusted her dress so she was decent again. She blinked at me once, as if saying a silent thank you. I tipped my head to the side to tell her to get the fuck out of there and quick. She didn’t lose a second and scurried off like a terrified mouse.

      My father emerged from the shadows, adjusting his belt under his gut, his face flushed with whatever-the-fuck I had just interrupted. He repulsed me, to my very core. But wiser men than me have made it clear that you keep your friends close and your enemies closer…even if your enemy is your very own father.

      What I really wanted to say to him was, How old was she? Did you hurt her? And what the fuck is wrong with you, you degenerate pig?

      But what I said instead was, “You wanted to talk to me.”

      “Damn right, son,” he said, all jovial and feeling his oats. He wasn’t always this way; when I was young, when my mother lived, he’d been a decent human being. A good man, even. But since she died, he’d become someone else entirely. Someone I didn’t like one fucking bit. “Time for another fleshmarket auction.” We walked together down the corridor. “Time to get some of these wretches and waifs out of this goddamned building. Time to clean the decks, son. Time to balance our books.”

      I swallowed a groan. Among the many fucking inconveniences of being part of the royal family was that all the poor families in the region sent their unwanted children to the castle, hoping we would take them into our care.

      A good king would have made provisions for those unwanted children—well run orphanages, workhouses. Something. But not my father. All he saw was profit. Profit and flesh, flesh and profit. His twin vices. So he’d come up with this atrocious goddamned idea of reviving the old fleshmarket auctions, which were even more awful than they sounded. They attracted the leches and perverts like flies to shit.

      The older ones were bought to do hard labor. Indentured servitude, they called it. Just a fancy fucking way to say slavery. All of it was detestable, but the purchase of the younger girls and boys was impossible for me to ignore. They were the most vulnerable of all. Though I’d have liked to have helped them all, that was impossible.

      So it was the youngest ones I watched out for—I bought them in secret, using ringers and stooges to place bids on my behalf so that nobody would have any suspicions, and then quietly placed them in good homes or entrusted orphanages in bordering kingdoms.  Places I vetted and funded myself.

      Little did my worthless piece of shit father know.

      If he had any fucking clue that I was undercutting him, that I was the one buying up his most desirable and vulnerable flesh, he’d lose all trust in me. For him, degeneracy and indecency were like a secret handshake. And I’d learned over the years exactly how to keep my eye on him and his friends; I knew just how to stay close to their club of depravity without getting dirty myself.

      “Good. I’m sick of all these fucking kids depleting our stores. I’ll set up the auction for some time in the next couple of weeks.”

      My father inhaled proudly and gripped my shoulder. It was all I could do not to shove that motherfucker up against the stone wall and tell him exactly what I thought of him. One day, he’d be dead and I’d be king and I could set all this shit right. For now, I just had to bide my time.

      He started to tell me about the girl he’d been groping, and I willfully tuned it out. Normally I could do it with just a simple thought of Anika—the way her hair fell across her forehead, the way she wrinkled up her nose when she laughed, the way her nipples puckered under her gowns—but this time, I didn’t even have to try that hard.

      I saw her, up ahead of me, at the end of the corridor. She had changed back into the new dress that I’d had made for her. She stood in one of the big open vestibules, and a patch of sunshine illuminated her face and hair. I’d seen a lot of beautiful women in my life, and a lot of artwork of beautiful women too, but nothing came close to how stunning she was. Not even close.

      My father and I emerged from the corridor into the vestibule. I knew she was aware of me—I was a difficult guy to miss. But she kept her eyes downcast, her face serious. Wounded and almost scared.

      Fuck. Normally after one of our spats, I’d say some shit to offend her and get her away from me, and then she’d need a little while to cool off before meeting my gaze again. But not this time. She was upset, really upset, and it was my fault.

      I went too fucking far this time. Both with the kiss and the threat toward Maria.

      I only ever wanted to push her past her limits in my fantasies, when I fucked her in my bed. In real life, I didn’t want to push so hard that I lost her. If I lost her, it would be the end of me. Simple as that.

      “Princess,” I said. I’d snapped that word at her so many times, so rudely, that I found I couldn’t make it sound anything but unkind. It hadn’t been my intention, but it came out like a curse. She stiffened, but she didn’t acknowledge me. Instead, she curtsied to my father and then turned away, hurrying down the hallway toward her chambers, raising her finger to the edge of her eye as if to brush away a tear.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      I could endure a lot of things in life, but I couldn’t take her pushing me away for good. I had to know if I’d gone too far, if I’d fucked it all up, or if she might forgive me. What she did in public was one thing, but what she did in private was another. There wasn’t a chance in hell I could focus on anything else until I knew how she really felt for sure.

      “I’ve got something to do, father,” I told him in what I hoped was a haughty voice. “I need to get going.”

      My father didn’t respond right away. His head had been turned by another young girl, this one carrying a basket full of rolls for the dinner that night.

      “Sure, son… I’m…. I’ve got something I’d like to do as well...” He trailed off, following the girl down the hallway.

      “Wait.”  I stalled and he turned.  “I forgot…”  I conjured up a lie to buy enough time for the young girl to get far enough away it would be unlikely he would keep following her.  “When I was coming through the garden…”  I cleared my throat.  “The Queen.  She’s looking for you.  My apologies I forgot to mention it when I first saw you.”

      He grimaced, one more glance down the hall but the girl was gone thank fuck.

      “What does she want now?”

      I shrugged.  “Not sure.  Something about the guests tonight.”

      That got him.  I didn’t know shit about who was coming tonight, but evidently they were important because my father turned in the other direction and grumbled something less than complementary about his wife and disappeared around the corner.

      With relief I’d done what I could for the young girl, I cast off my thoughts of my degenerate father and everything else, I hustled down the hallway, toward the secret passageway that ran behind Anika’s rooms.
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        * * *

      

      I knew the secret hideaways and hidden doors of the castle like the back of my goddamned hand. Though the passage behind her rooms was pitch dark, I knew exactly where I was: right behind her dressing chamber. I wiggled a cork that I used to block one of the knotholes in the wooden wall and placed it on a natural shelf in the brickwork. Light came through in a bright circle, and I took my place behind it, peering through.

      She was right in the middle of changing her clothes for dinner and had just slipped off her dress. She’d arranged the room with a screen between her and the door, so that Maria could bring and take her clothes without her having to be naked in front of her maid. But I had a clear view of her when she thought she was most alone.

      Anika passed the blue dress around the screen and Maria laid it carefully over her forearm. “I’ll leave you to get changed,” Maria said, smiling down at the dress, fingering the elegant stitch work that I had ensured was the best that money could buy.

      “Maria, do you think there’s time for me to have a bath before dinner?”

      “Of course. I’ll have the charwoman fill the tub and I’ll get fresh towels. I’ll knock when it’s ready.”

      Maria left the room, and Anika paused, listening for the latch to close on the door. I loved watching her naked in this room; she had a full-length mirror on the wall next to the knot hole.

      Whenever she looked at herself, like she was now, it was like she was putting on a private show, just for me. For my eyes only. She slipped off her underclothes and stood naked, looking at herself, turning this way and that on her tiptoes, lifting her ass.

      Fuck, that ass.

      That crease between her cheeks and thighs, the way it made a cross of the line that ran up from her thighs to her butt. Some people worshiped the holy cross. Not me. I fucking worshiped that cross above all others. Her sacred flesh was the only religion I needed.

      Seeing her naked made me instantly hard. Nothing new there. But instead of picking up her robe, which lay draped over the fainting couch to her left, she picked up a different piece of clothing. I was so fucking surprised that it took me a second to realize what it was.

      My shirt. She’d picked up my shirt.

      She stood there with the collar hooked over her finger, staring at it. I couldn’t see her face; I couldn’t get a read on what she was thinking or feeling. From the slow deliberateness of her movements, I could tell she was still deep in thought, still seriously rattled by what I’d said and done. I figured there was a very real chance that she’d ask Maria for a pair of sewing sheers and cut the damned thing into shreds.

      But she didn’t. Instead, she very slowly slipped one arm through each sleeve and pulled it tight across her chest, twirling on tiptoes to face herself in the mirror. She closed her eyes, and then drew the cuff to her nose and took a long, deep breath. Inhaling my scent.

      Holy fucking shit.

      If my dick was hard before, it was like a rod of forged iron now. She let my shirt fall open to expose that creamy valley between her breasts, just like I had dressed her in the woods. Still inhaling against the cuff, she pinched her nipple through the fabric with her other hand. It was all I could do to stop myself from groaning out loud.

      I was going to lose my fucking mind if I didn’t get some relief. Slipping my hand into my pants, I took hold of my cock and worked it with long, purposeful strokes as I watched her.

      “You are such an asshole,” she muttered into the sleeve. She mimicked the way I ran my fingertip down her collarbone, sternum, and stomach in the woods. But then she took it further, slowly sliding two sweet fingers down. “You have no idea how much I hate you.”

      Jesus. I gripped myself harder, bracing my body with my forearm and elbow against the stone wall. In all the time I’d been watching her, I’d never seen her touch herself until now.

      Her finger moved between her lips, the darker patch of red hair covered by her palm.  She was unpracticed and unsure of herself. But she was getting the hang of it, and fast.

      As she masturbated in front of me I did so in return, feeling a pulse in my balls as she arched her neck back in silent, almost painful pleasure. But when she lowered her face again, watching herself in the mirror, her eyes were misty—not with pleasure but with sadness. Whispering to herself in the mirror, she spoke to me without even fucking knowing it.

      “But why can’t you like me, Maksim? Why can’t you love me?”

      I love you more than anything in the entire fucking world.

      The sight of her body, the sound of her talking to me, got me closer and closer. The first tidal wave of my orgasm hit me hard and fast. Closing my eyes, I imagined pressing into her. In our wedding bed. On our wedding night.

      I was so fucking gone for her that I groaned, loud, as I splattered pulse after pulse of cum onto the passageway wall.
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      I froze with my fingers between my legs. I had heard something. I was sure of it. It didn’t even sound human. It sounded like an animal. Like a male deer in the rut. That primal groan of desire.

      It didn’t make any sense. I inhaled and shook my head at myself, scolding myself for being so ridiculous. I was alone here, in my private dressing room. Private was the key word. There were no animals for miles and miles.

      Unless I counted my brother. That beast. And he wasn’t anywhere near me. I knew that for sure.

      A knock at the door interrupted my thoughts. I couldn’t see past the screen, but I knew it was Maria. I’d have known her knock anywhere. And more than likely, whatever sound I heard was just her approaching the door. The hinges squeaked slightly to say the door was just partly open, not all the way; the windows creaked when there was a strong breeze.

      There were all sorts of noises in the castle, the groaning I thought I heard surely just another of those.

      “Bath is all ready for you,” Maria said. “Nice and hot, just like you like it.”

      With a roll of my shoulders, I slipped out of Maksim’s shirt. I folded it carefully, sleeve to sleeve and cuff to cuff, and then tucked it under a large cabinet against the stone wall, where I kept things that were important to me. Then I grabbed a silk robe from the hook beside me and wrapped myself up, padding after Maria down the hallway into the bath chamber.

      The steaming copper tub was almost the only thing in the room, and the scent of rosemary oil wafted up from the steaming water.

      Maria opened up a bath sheet wide, and turned away to give me some privacy. I stepped into the warm water, and inhaled with surprise at its heat. When it hit my most private of parts, the throbbing still there from touching myself, I felt a jolt run through me and the flash of Maksim’s face had me biting my lip holding back the shameful sensations only exasperated by the hot water.

      “You’re so quiet,” Maria said, still looking away, but now smiling. “Don’t tell me you’re swooning over that hulking brute that calls himself your brother.”

      “Stepbrother,” I corrected as I slid down into the hot water, “as he’s always quick to tell me.”

      “Mmm-hmm,” Maria said, smiling so hard now that her dimples showed. Once I was submerged up to my shoulders in the water, she gathered up the sheet and opened her eyes, raising an eyebrow at me.

      Annoying as it was to apparently be so readable, Maria had been aware of my less-than-sisterly feelings towards my step-brother for as long as I’d been having them. She was canny, as the scullery maids would say, and very little slipped past her. A little glance here, a blush there, and Maria had known exactly what was going on in my head. And she never let me forget that she knew.

      “Don’t be silly,” I said, letting my back rest against the warm copper back of the tub, and wiggling my toes in the water, milky with oat milk to moisturize my skin. “That would be disgusting. And anyway, he’s nothing but a bully,” I added, desperately trying to believe what I was saying. I tried to summon up the sting of his words, his threat against Maria, but what came instead was pure desire and need. I could still smell his scent somehow, as if I still had my face buried in his shirt. “He’s always so nasty to me and I’ve had enough of it. Nobody treats me like that, nobody. I’m done trying to figure him out.”

      Maria clearly wasn’t buying it. Not at all. She shook her head slowly, flaring her nostrils.

      “You can’t fool me.” She took a glass bottle of verbena oil from the shelf, and dropped a few droplets into the water above me. I watched the oil disperse the surface of the water, shimmering in a tiny rainbow in the colorful light from the small blue glass window that illuminated the bath chamber.

      “Come on. Why would I…what was the word you said? Swoon over a man who barely has the time or interest to even look at me?”

      “I’ve got a theory about all this,” Maria said, taking a seat on the stool beside the tub, with a brush in her hand. She smoothed my hair over the back of the tub and then gathered it up in one fist, to begin working on the tangles near the ends. “I think he’s the one leaving all these gifts for you.”

      I turned to look at her, making the water splash side to side in the tub. “Oh please.” She tugged at a few tangles. I felt the pinch on my scalp and winced. But she was always gentle about it, and patiently worked out the knots with a boar-bristle brush…. Which, come to think of it, had also been a secret gift. It had arrived with a bouquet of deep red roses, which were my very favorite of all the flowers.

      “I’m serious,” she said, untangling the length of my hair slowly. “Who else could it be?”

      I blew out a breath and turned away, doing my best to sound exasperated. Not once had such a ridiculous idea crossed my mind. But now that Maria had mentioned it, I found it wildly erotic. All those gifts left by my bedside, by him?

      “Gifts are left for us all the time. I don’t even like the gifts.”

      “Oh shut up, you,” Maria said, laughing. “You can fool other people, but you can’t fool me. The crossbow? The blue dress?” Maria dropped my hair and stood up. Then grabbed a glass bottle from the shelf nearby, and gave it a shake. “This?” She said, unscrewing it and drizzling the viscous liquid down into the water.

      The room was filled with the most wonderful scent of lavender, and as I wiggled my legs, it foamed up marvelously, into heaps of bubbles, so that in an instant, it was as if I was sitting inside a cloud.

      Maria stood in front of me, hand on her hip.

      I didn’t know what to say, but I knew for sure I was blushing. And so I sucked in a big breath and submerged myself beneath the waterline.

      The sound of Maria’s wonderful giggle was muted through the water, and I found myself giggling too, in a stream of soapy bubbles. Being underwater gave me just a little privacy and some room to think.

      What if it had been him? What if all this time, Maksim had been my secret admirer, who seemed to know exactly what I would like and exactly what would surprise me?

      The crossbow, the dress, the jewelry. Cherries in summer, oranges in winter. Chocolates filled with caramel. Only someone who really knew me could’ve known how much I’d love all of that. What if, all this time, all that hard cruelty was…just for show?

      My heart thumped in my chest at the thought. A knock at the door made it nearly shoot up into my throat. I popped up from the water just as Maria rose to see who it was.

      “Anika!” Snapped a voice from the other side of the door. “What in heaven’s name are you doing, taking a bath now?”

      With a groan, I slipped back down beneath the water. It was my mother, the queen. The last person in the world I wanted to see.
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        * * *

      

      She entered with an entourage as usual. Trailing behind her were a seamstress, with a gown over her arm, and the woman who always did my mother’s hair and makeup.

      “Get up, get up,” my mother said, making a shooing gesture with both hands at Maria, like she was trying to get a wayward cat out of the kitchens.

      “I’m in the bath,” I said, only coming up out of the water far enough to say the words. My chin was still submerged in bubbles, just like the rest of me. “As you can see.”

      My mother inhaled hard, swallowing her anger. It made her eyes into slits and her lips tight and dry. That was half her problem, I was pretty sure. Swallowing all those emotions had dried her up like a raisin.

      My mother peered at me, putting one finger to my wet cheek. “Sunburn! Have you no understanding of beauty?” She gestured at her own face, like I could learn a thing or two from her beauty regimen.

      I looked up at her. She was pasty with makeup, like a sugar cookie dusted with powdered sugar. She had over-plucked eyebrows that made her look constantly surprised. She dyed her hair too dark and it made her part look singed, somehow, like it was hot to the touch. The one pretty thing about her was that she was quite plump; she and many others felt that a round, ample figure was a sign of comfort and richness. I had absolutely no doubt it was true, but in this, as in so many things, I disappointed her. I could never keep enough weight on me for her liking.

      “I’m guessing you’re here because of this dinner tonight.”

      “Yes, but I can’t do anything if you laze around in the bath all day.” She snapped her fingers at Maria and said, “Get her out of there, Melinda. Right now.”

      I winced at the fact that even after all these years, my mother still didn’t remember Maria’s name.

      I glanced at my friend who quickly squeezed her eyes shut to hide the fact that she was rolling them, before obediently gathering up the bath sheet, drawing it taut across the side of the tub like a privacy screen. As I rose, she wrapped me up in it, meeting my eyes for one second in a mutual moment of frustration.

      “I told you our guests for dinner are important,” my mother said, peering suspiciously at the essential oils and bath salts on the shelf by the wall. “I need you to look your very best.” She picked up a bottle of dried lavender blossoms, which had also been a secret gift, and sneered at them like they were desiccated insects rather than dried flowers. “All these gifts from secret admirers. You’ve been lucky to keep so many courtiers interested, the way you look like a chambermaid half the time.”

      I let out a heavy but nearly silent sigh as Maria helped me into my underclothes, and was then swept aside by my mother’s seamstress. Within seconds, I was engulfed in a heavy fabric armor of golden brocade. The seamstress tugged at the hems and darts, poking at my skin through the dress. “I’ll have to take it in a little, Your Grace,” she said to my mother.

      My mother flung her head back in a huff.

      “If you didn’t run around like a pre-pubescent boy, maybe we could keep some weight on you. Maybe we wouldn’t always be having to take your dresses in all the damned time.” She reached over and poked a finger into my collarbone. “Your bones are protruding like some street waif.”

      Clenching my hands into fists, I muttered, “I’m sorry, mother.” It was best to stay out of her line of fire as much as possible, especially when we had an important event. Though it was not at all in my nature, it was best if I mimicked the women that she employed whenever I was around her — docile, quiet, agreeable. With no opinions or thoughts of my own.

      I often felt like I was nothing more than a piece of elegant furniture, or a set of expensive dishware, that got taken out from storage whenever we had notable visitors.

      My mother hovered around her seamstress, watching closely, nervously rubbing the tips of her fingernails with her thumbs. “And I want you to play your harp tonight. Something pretty. Something happy. None of those sad slow songs you seem to like so much. We can’t have our guests thinking you’re prone to brooding and moping.”

      I was neither a brooder nor a moper, but I hated playing in public more than anything in the world. For me, playing the harp was a private, sensual, deeply personal thing. But my mother made sure I had the fanciest harp in the land, gilded in gold, for the times when I was taken out from storage in order to impress.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Maria press her fingers to her temples. She knew how much I disliked playing for a crowd, but more than that, she’d often confided that she didn’t trust my mother. Not at all. Maria came from a world of gypsy magic, of feeling more than knowing.

      She once said she was sure my mother wasn’t rotten at her core, but that there was something deep inside her, some obstruction in her heart, that made her prone to thoughtlessness. Perhaps that was true. But she was still my mother. And it was best to humor her until she forgot about me once again.

      Somehow, I managed a somewhat convincing, “I’d be happy to play for our guests, mother,” as the hairdresser ruthlessly attacked my tangled damp hair with a fine-toothed comb.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived early to the dinner and was escorted to my place on the royal dais, the big rectangular table that was positioned in front of the assembled crowd. People were still milling around, having conversations, and enjoying champagne brought in high glasses by livery men in full formal dress.

      Scanning the big round tables spread out in front of me in the great hall, I recognized fewer than half the faces, if that many at all. My mother and stepfather had spared no expense for this dinner, however—I saw that at a glance. The room sparkled with thousands of candles and shimmering crystal glasses.

      At first, I was alone on the dais. My mother and stepfather would sit on either side of me; to my father’s left would sit Maksim. I looked at his empty chair and wondered if he’d even show up. It wouldn’t be the first time that he ditched one of these dinners.

      Secretly, I hoped he would show. But I didn’t dare indulge myself in thinking about that too much at the moment. I knew that any thought of him would make my cheeks flush and cause my mother to stare at me with her icy glare.

      I was never any good at working the room, and this time I didn’t even try. Maria stood close behind me, hands clasped and head bowed. I glanced back to look at her as I spread my napkin on my lap.

      “What is this dinner for, anyway?” I asked her.

      She lifted her shoulders. “I have no idea. But before you know it, it’ll be all over.”

      I tried to get comfortable in my chair, but every movement I made forced the whale bones of my corset to jab into my hips and back. Miserably, I sucked in my stomach and straightened out my silverware.

      The sound of the dinner bell cut through the chatter of the people, and everybody flooded between the tables to find their assigned seats. The table in the center of the room was the biggest and had the most lavish centerpiece by far.

      The emblem of my stepfather’s kingdom, which was now also my mother’s emblem, was a white hart stag beneath a crescent moon. It was said that long ago an ancestor of the royal family had discovered the kingdom of Estana after a journey across the wide ocean. The emblem of his family had been a moon and three stars, which had eventually become a moon and a stag with three eyes, and then simply a stag and the moon.

      Scattered on every table were wooden stag statues, which were always part of the floral arrangements when we had grand dinners. But there, in the big center table, there were also carved bulls, clearly placed there on behalf of whatever family was being honored. I was no herald, but the bull was entirely unfamiliar to me. The family, too, was unknown to me; the men were big and dark eyed, ruddy-cheeked and slightly impolite. The women looked secretive, also dark-eyed. All of them were beautiful, exotic. But somehow unnerving. Like wild cats.

      My mother and stepfather took their places on the dais; my mother smelled too strongly of perfume, but she was very much in her element. There was hardly anything she enjoyed more than a big dinner. My stepfather, too, was in rare form; he was a dreadful human being, as far as I was concerned, but he did have a certain strange magnetism. I glanced at him and smiled, admiring the jewels in his massive ceremonial crown.

      Then, from a side entrance to the great hall, appeared Maksim. He looked angry and annoyed, as usual. But, I thought with my heart pounding, at least he was here.

      Soup was served and I ate it just as my mother had taught me, sweeping the spoon away from me in small, polite scoops and dabbing my lips between each spoonful. I was determined not to give her any reason to scold me tonight. Salad and the first course went off without much trouble. But the big middle table was growing increasingly rowdy with each passing tray of champagne and spirits.

      Most of the noise and crude laughter seemed to emanate from one man, seated directly in front of me, though fairly far away. Not so far away that I couldn’t get a good look at him, though.

      As if I were sizing up a buck before taking a shot with my crossbow, I got the measure of him. Older than me, significantly so, perhaps twice my age. Dark hair, with a meticulously groomed beard. Too groomed, for my tastes. He was dressed extravagantly, with fur trimmings and silk. For some reason, the way he sat irritated me deeply. His legs were spread wide, and he sat slightly back from the table, almost as if he were rocking back in his chair. He acted like he was the king of this castle, even though he was a stranger, at least to me.

      The eyes of everybody nearby stayed glued on him. I noticed that when he made a joke, the men nearest him laughed a little too loudly. And everybody else seemed compelled to do the same.

      Whoever he was, I didn’t like him. Not a bit.

      My mother’s elbow in my corset made me wince.

      “Nothing melancholy, remember,” she said, without looking at me. I followed her gaze to the door at the far end of the hall where two servants were wheeling in my harp, draped in blue velvet.

      My hands went instantly cold and I squeezed my fingers to try to warm them up. Nerves, as always. I felt slightly flushed, and a bit faint. But I took a sip of water and rose from the dais.

      Neither my mother nor my father rose from the table. But much to my surprise, Maksim did. He didn’t look at me, keeping his eyes trained down, but the fact that he had instantly risen as I had, as all gentlemen should do, gave me an unexpected shiver of pleasure.

      He normally didn’t stand on such ceremony, but it was just the boost of warmth I needed to give me the courage to make my way down the dais and to the harp.

      I took my place behind my harp and placed my fingertips to the strings. Then I took one deep, calming breath and began to play. The conversations around me went quiet almost immediately. It was a beautiful instrument and the acoustics of the grand hall were perfect, so it echoed marvelously up against the high arches of the ceiling.

      It hadn’t been my intention, but I found myself playing perhaps the most melancholy song I knew. It was the one thing that Maksim had ever complimented me on. I was positioned such that I could see him, just barely, from the corner of my eye. And I could have sworn I saw him smile, just a little bit.

      But my thoughts of him were interrupted by a conversation happening to my left. The entire hall was silent, except for the man at the table I had spotted earlier.

      “More wine!” He cried, his voice sloppy. “And bring me your best this time.  Not this common swill.”

      The interruption rattled me, but I kept on playing without pause. In my periphery, I saw one of the serving girls approach him with a pitcher, which she held carefully in both hands. As she refilled his glass, he gave her backside a slap, and his men roared with laughter.

      Someone somewhere in the crowd hushed him, which he answered with an even louder, “Shut the fuck up yourself!”

      I closed my eyes, focusing with all my might. For a moment, I thought he might have quieted down, now that he had a full glass. But no sooner had I eased into the chorus than the beautiful music from the strings was interrupted by a long, disgusting, exaggerated snore.

      Enough. I plucked at the strings hard, all ten fingers on ten different notes, dropped my hands in my lap and stared at him. He pretended to snort himself awake and eyed me with drunken, rheumy, unkind eyes.

      Whoever he was, I wasn’t standing for this. It didn’t matter how important he was. Manners mattered. And he was way over the line.

      “If you think you could play better than me,” I snapped, “then please be my guest. But if not, I would really appreciate it if I could continue.”

      For an instant, nobody moved. Pure stillness. The forest before a kill shot.

      But then he rose from his chair. The chair legs squeaked on the marble floor. He stared straight at me. Angry, full of rage and spite. He threw his napkin down and crossed his arms in front of himself.

      “Have you heard the one,” he bellowed, speaking to all of us, “about the bride who gets her mouth washed out with soap on her wedding night?”

      This man. How dare he. What was he even doing here? Who was he, anyway?

      I turned to the dais, for any sort of lifeline from my family. My mother, never one to shy away from having an audience, stood and bowed at him. Preening, too polite. Sickening.

      “Prince Galen, please,” she said to the man. “Anika is merely participating in our time-honored tradition of heckling her new groom. She is, I assure you, as obedient as any woman you might meet. And now is as good a time as any to introduce you to her.” She gave him another exaggerated bow.

      A wave of nausea seized me.

      No. No, no, no. I felt all the blood drain from my face.

      I was faint, dizzy, and confused. I glanced around for some sign, any sign, that my mother was joking. But there was none. I felt ambushed and betrayed, as well as sickened by this man who was—it was now quite clear—my promised husband to be. I turned to see Maria, with her mouth open in horror and shock.

      Sliding my eyes to the right, just a few feet, I stared at Maksim. For one moment, he met my stare. Then he rose, shoving his chair back with a clatter. I thought perhaps he might intervene in some way, to stand up for me, to put things right…

      But he didn’t. Instead, he headed directly for the door through which he entered and stormed out of the hall. Without so much as a glance.

      In all my life, I had never felt so abandoned as I did then, watching him disappear through that door. He had saved my life that day, but it was clear to me that he would not be here to save my future. I was all alone in this. With nobody to help me. Nobody at all.
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Maksim

        

      

    

    
      If I hadn’t walked out when I did, I’d have killed that motherfucker with my bare hands. But leaving the room did fuck-all to calm me down. If anything, having time to think made my anger worse.

      The very idea of that son of a bitch being anywhere near my sister made me fucking crazy.

      Now, I paced the trophy room in a murderous rage, like a predator out for blood. One room over, the noise of the dinner filtered in to where I paced. The dinner was breaking up and this would be the next place everybody would go.

      I was ready and waiting.

      I cracked my knuckles as I stalked the long side of the room, back and forth. Maids skittered out of my way, like terrified rabbits. They were used to my moods, but this—this—was something different entirely. Protecting Anika wasn’t a fucking mood. It was my fucking mission.

      As I paced, everything became crystal clear. Though there was no question that the guy was a full-blown asshole, it didn’t really matter what he was like; he could’ve been a gentleman, a decent guy, and I’d still feel this exact same fucking way.

      Nobody, nobody, could have my sister except me. Not to look at her, not to talk to her. Nobody but me would ever pleasure her.

      Touch her. Fuck her. Breed her.

      Those were my rights and nobody else’s. She was mine. I’d kill for her. I’d fucking die for her. Simple as that.

      Still, I paced. Above me were rows of hunting trophies, raw skull bones and polished antlers mounted on the red walls. Even the biggest were smaller than the game that Anika had bagged, which I kept in my own private quarters lest her mother should admonish her for such mannish behavior.

      That was the Anika I knew and loved—the powerful one, the driven one. The wildfire. That was the Anika I needed. That was the Anika that made my life worth living at all.

      But the Anika that now came out of the dining room and into the trophy room was a different woman. She looked fucking dazed and weak, like she’d been punched in the gut. She might as well have been.

      If I hadn’t known that the plan for the dinner was to introduce her to Prince Motherfucking Galen then nobody did. Our castle had ears and eyes, and they were mine. I hadn’t known and neither had she. And she looked damn near as wrecked over it as I was. More hurt than angry, but wrecked, nonetheless.

      She let herself be led around the room by her bitch of a mother. Periodically, she gave her mother long stares of horrified confusion that went completely ignored. Same as fucking ever.

      I hated how her mother treated her—like an object, like a chess piece. Like a brood goddamned mare. Her mother led her from cluster to cluster of mingling guests, introducing her to the prince’s people. I altered my pacing slightly, to stay back from where she was. If I got too fucking close to her, I might just grab her for myself. Kidnap her, keep her, consequences be damned.

      But I stayed back. Shit was complicated enough for her as it was without me asserting my claim over her right here in front of everybody.

      What I wouldn’t give to fucking act on that impulse, though. I could see it now: I’d throw that asshole prince up against the wall, run him through with a pair of ten-point buck horns, and take her over my shoulder into the woods to fuck her until dawn.

      I shook off the fantasy and grabbed a passing glass of malt, downing it in one gulp. I was within earshot to hear some of what her mother was saying.

      “Meet your new mother-in-law.”

      I tried to hide the fact that I was staring at the woman, a villainous-looking crone who looked more suited to dropping dried raven’s feet into a boiling pot of poison than here among civilized people in our trophy room.

      Onto some grubby little shits that were “very happy to become her new little cousins.” Not a fucking chance. These people weren’t her family and as far as I was concerned, they would never be.

      I was her family. I was her destiny. I alone.

      I downed another malt and approached them from behind so I could hear more. Between rounds of introductions, her mother got on her ass about this, that, or the other goddamned inconsequential thing.

      “Your curtsy is an embarrassment.”

      “You look like a boy pretending to be a girl.”

      “How ironic that my daughter would be such an awkward little disgrace.”

      Whore. Maybe once I killed the so-called “prince,” I would garrote her mother, too.

      Now they moved on, to a couple who looked slightly less dimwitted than the rest of them, who her mother introduced as her new aunt and uncle.

      “After the wedding, you’ll ride with them back to Prince Galen’s kingdom…”

      The fuck she would.

      “…in only a fortnight!” Her mother cooed, clapping her hands.

      The red mist descended so hard and fast, I felt like I’d been shot between the eyes with an arrow. Two weeks. Two fucking weeks?

      I gripped my tight fist with my other hand, ready to throw a punch at someone, fucking anyone. But I didn’t have a chance to think much how short two weeks really was, because now, coming at us, was Prince Insufferable Motherfucker himself.

      “My lady,” he said, bowing deeply. And actually touching her goddamned hand.

      I clenched my jaw hard enough to make my molars ache.

      Anika pulled her hand back and placed it behind her, hooking her fingers together behind her back. On her wrist, I saw she wore a bracelet I had left for her ages ago. It was the first thing I’d ever left her. A string of oblong pearls separated by small diamonds. Our birthstones together. Focusing on it got me out of my red mist just enough to raise my eyes to pay attention to what was happening in front of me again.

      Now he bowed to Anika’s mother.

      “My Queen,” he said, pressing the back of her palm to his lips. Her mother responded by sighing deeply. I was close enough to see her cheeks flush.

      She placed her hand to her collarbone and said, “It’s a pleasure, Prince Galen.”

      “The pleasure is all mine,” he said, still in his bow but now lifting his eyes. “And may I be so fortunate to have Anika ripen into a woman as beautiful as you as she ages.”

      Now he turned his face to Anika. And slid his eyes up and down her, letting them land on her womb.

      That’s it. Done. Murder was the only answer.

      My eyes locked on a longsword, hanging on the wall. Mere feet away. All it would take was two steps and a single plunge into his guts to rid myself of this problem forever. I could already hear him gurgling as he drowned in his own blood. He had all the marks of a whimperer, and I couldn’t wait to hear him die.

      The hilt of the sword was right there. Right fucking there.

      But then my eyes fell on Anika. On the curve of her neck, the little curls at the base of her braided hair. From behind, I watched her breathing, the way her shoulders rose and fell. She clasped her hands behind her back and gently touched the pearls, like it was the only way she could find some comfort.

      Fuck, I still wanted his blood on my hands. But to kill him front of her, to upset her like that…I just couldn’t do it. Not now. Not like this.

      And in my bones, I knew the truth—if I killed him, they’d just find another useless piece of shit to marry her in his place.

      Turning away, I stormed out of the room with my weapons thudding against my thigh. To keep her safe, I needed a plan. And I needed to get the fuck out of that building in order to think it through.
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        * * *

      

      I went deep into the old wood that had once been my mother’s but was now mine alone. There was a blood moon that night, and the shadows of the beeches were long and unfriendly. I wound my way down old overgrown bridle paths toward the cold spring near the great oak. This was one of the few places that I ever remembered being happy, and it was here I came when I was so fucking full of fury and fire that I knew I was a danger to anyone else.

      Kneeling beside the cold spring, I let the still darkness calm me. The pool of crystal-clear water shivered in the moonlight. I slipped my hands into the water, flexing my fingers.

      I’d hardly unclenched my fists since dinner, and my knuckles ached. The cold water blunted the pain, if only for a second. Kneeling close to the water, I splashed my face and hair. The water was freezing and it gave me the shock I needed. Things had been getting clearer earlier, and now they were clearer still.

      As much as I wanted to marry her, it could never happen. Some big ceremony with three days of games and rejoicing all over the kingdom sounded pretty fucking miserable to me, anyway. But it could never happen, regardless. Not to Anika and me. My own conflict about loving her completely aside, it was against all the laws of the land for brother to marry sister, whether they were stepsiblings or not.

      I knew Anika almost as well as I knew myself. True, I didn’t know her darkest desires, though I fucking ached to know them. But her spirit, her way of being, was as clear to me as anything in the world. The intrigue of court, the politics of life in the castle—all that shit repelled her and I knew it. She hated it; I’d heard her say so in private, and I’d often seen it clearly on her face.

      If she could be away from all that, away from the kingdom, she’d be happy enough. But I’d only be happy if it was somewhere that a man could never touch her.

      The answer was plain. Both a good and awful solution.

      A nunnery.

      It was the best and only thing I could live with. And, I knew, if I could arrange for Maria to go there with her, they might be able to live a happy life. No man would have her. She would be safe. She would never be defiled by anybody. Not even me.

      I splashed my face again. It wasn’t fucking ideal. But the alternative was to let her marry—either that dickhead or someone else. If that happened, if she lay with any other man on earth, I’d end up in the hangman’s noose for murder.

      To die for her would’ve been the biggest honor of my life. But I had to go on living in order to protect her.

    

  







            Chapter 6

          

          

      

    

    






Anika

        

      

    

    
      Once the guests dispersed, my mother escorted me back to my chambers, keeping one finger on my spine the whole way in order to keep my posture ramrod straight.

      All I wanted was to be alone—to wallow in this horrifying thing that had been sprung on me, like a bear trap clamping shut. But beside me, my mother chattered away, about this person we met or that person we met. About influence and power. It was like she had attended some other dinner; none of what she said sounded at all familiar. I’d been in a blur the whole time and still was. That horrible man was my betrothed. That horrible man was my destiny.

      The thought of it made me groan and drop my head, which made my mother tsk a cluck of disapproval and drive her finger even harder into my spine. We rounded the corner into the corridor that led to my private chambers. Now, finally, we were mostly alone. Just me and my mother, and Maria trailing behind us.

      My mother turned to face me, her lips tight, her eyes narrow. She glanced side to side, ensuring we were alone and said what I imagined she’d been dying to say all evening.

      “You are such a disgrace, Anika Zoja. Such a bloody disgrace.”

      Like other mothers, she used my full name when she was particularly disappointed in me. But unlike other children, hearing my full name gave me courage, not shame. I still had my father’s last name, long dead though he was.

      He had been a knight who died valiantly in battle, when I was still a little girl. I remembered him though, clearly and warmly. Hearing my full name reminded me of him. Of his bravery, of his steadiness. Of his fortitude in the face of any kind of difficulty. Including my mother’s moods.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. I did truly mean it. It was never my intention to make anybody angry, let alone my mother. Willful I might be, but I wasn’t spiteful. “I wish I could be the daughter you want,” I said softly, as Maria unlocked the door to my chambers and held it open for us. “I wish I could be as good at all of this as you.”

      She warmed up a little at the compliment, but not very much. Once the door swung shut behind us, she was all flared nostrils and frustrated eye rolls.

      “The way you told him off.” She shook her head.  “Such disrespect.”

      I glanced at a looking glass and met Maria’s eyes. In her expression, I saw that she’d have done exactly what I did. Or worse. But even still, I knew I’d been rude. Not the best first impression to make in front of my new…

      The thought of the word husband made me groan yet again.

      “What in heaven’s name is wrong with you?” My mother snapped, staring at me. “These noises you make! You must learn to control your emotions. It’s the most important skill a queen can have.”

      By way of demonstration, my mother lifted her chin and swished her long hair, side-to-side, raising one shoulder. It was the same face she’d had the moment that she was first crowned. The instant I’d seen that face, that very same expression she had now, I knew the mother that I’d once loved so dearly was lost to me. She had come out from her cocoon into her full, haughty glory. Nothing will ever be the same, I remember thinking, when I saw that look on her face.

      And it never was.

      Maria stepped forward to help me disrobe, to free me from the confines of my too-tight corset and the dress that weighed as much as a suit of armor. But my mother swatted her hands away.

      “I’ll do it. We wouldn’t want your dirty little fingers damaging all this gold thread, now would we?”

      With a silent bow, Maria backed away. I felt my face flame hot with anger. I could take just about any amount of cruelty from my mother, but when it came to Maria, things were very different.

      “Mother. You need not speak to her that way.”

      Again she made an impatient tsk, lifting her upper lip slightly to reveal her front teeth. She yanked on the ribbon of my corset and I gasped as the breath was forced from my lungs. Moving quickly up my back, she looped one finger through each cross tie, pulling the ribbon free.

      As the corset began to loosen, I found I could finally breathe. But it also unleashed a torrent of emotions, as if being unbound let my heart feel the full magnitude of what had happened. And what was about to happen to me. In merely two weeks.

      My nose stung with a rush of sudden tears. My mother paused her unlacing and stared at me.

      “Shame on you. You should be thanking me for arranging such an excellent match for you, not standing here sniveling like a petulant child.”

      Rather than finish the sentence, my mother yanked my corset off and stood beside me, fuming at my reflection in the full-length mirror. She pinched my upper arm between first and second finger, the way I’d seen butchers examine hogs.

      “Too thin, too stubborn, too everything. You’ve been a spoiled for too long. It’s time for you to grow up. And fatten up. We can’t have the children you give the prince coming out as scrawny as you!”

      Children. The thought hadn’t even crossed my mind until now. Prince Galen had repulsed me so deeply that I hadn’t even let my thoughts go to the intimacies of marriage. But to think of that man taking me, fathering my children…

      I pressed the back of my hand to my lips to keep down a wave of nausea. Hot bile singed my throat.

      Now my mother began work on unfastening my skirt, pressing her lips together unpleasantly as she focused on the small buttons that ran down from my lower back. “Your stepfather and I will be going with Prince Galen upon his departure tomorrow. There’s much to discuss about trade and how best to unite our kingdoms. I had hoped that you would be able to come with us. But clearly,” here she popped her head up over my shoulder, looking me in the eye through my reflection in the mirror, “clearly you’re a bigger threat to the marriage if you’re with us than if you stay here.”

      That, at least, was a bit of comfort. Two weeks of complete freedom before the gauntlet fell.

      But then my mother continued, “After the marriage, you’ll be Prince Galen’s responsibility. And I can assure you,” she said with a knowing chuckle, “he’ll put a stop to all your hunting and wandering. All your foolishness will be a thing of the past. Thank goodness!”

      Again, the sting of tears snuck up on me. What my mother had always called my foolishness was, in fact, the most simple and basic part of me. I had always felt that despite my circumstances, some part of me remained untamed. Marriage would surely change all of that. And I’d become as dead and dry as one of my hunting trophies. The thought of it was more than I could bear.

      Fighting back my tears with all my might, I looked at my mother through bleary eyes. I forced a yawn and blinked a few times to stem the flow of tears. Or to excuse them, if I couldn’t stop them after all.

      “I’m so tired, mother. Do you think we could talk about this more tomorrow, before you leave?”

      Do not let your chin quiver. Do not. Any sign of weakness and she’d be on me like a hawk on a mole.

      “Fine. I’ll speak to you in the morning before we leave,” she said, scooping up my dress and taking it with her, like she was the keeper of the jewel house and didn’t trust me to be left alone with something so valuable. “While we’re gone, Maksim will have charge of you.”

      Here again, she focused hard on my face for any sign of emotion. I gave her none. What I was feeling about Maksim was such a torrent of confusion, I hardly knew how to place him in my own mind. Brother? Lover? Tormentor?

      My mother needled me a little further.

      “I warn you now, your stepbrother is known to have a very heavy hand. If you step out of line with that one, you’ll find yourself in the dungeon. So behave.”

      I nodded quickly, keeping my gaze down, keeping my emotions hidden. She was surely exactly right; if I angered Maksim, I’d be in a world of trouble. But some deep, secret, forbidden part of me wanted just that. To test him, to learn him. To be his prey.

      I shivered at the thought.

      My mother raised her chin again, putting on her public face, and held her back straight. Unnaturally straight and rigid, like she was stone not flesh. She gestured at Maria to open the door.

      “Or perhaps you and Maksim will finally get along.” She chuckled to herself. “Two weeks of peace between you before you say goodbye. Stranger things have happened.”

      I was at the limit of my composure and then she had to hit me with that. The room went blurry with my tears. I feared him. I loved him. I despised him. I needed him. The thought of losing him and all those maddening emotions he brought out in me…No, never. Ever.

      Maria showed my mother from the room, saying a polite, “Goodnight, Your Grace,” as she left.

      The door swinging shut was like an arrow hitting me in my chest. A powerful, overwhelming wave of grief seized me from head to toe, and I clapped my hands over my face to stifle an overpowering sob.

      Maria had me in her arms at once. My knees buckled beneath me and I sank to the floor, held tight as I crumpled into a ball. There on the floor, the two of us stayed, me clinging to her like I was drowning as I cried. And cried. And cried.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning dawned windy and dank. I’d barely slept, both because I was so upset and so caught in my whirlwind of emotions, and also because I’d been so stuffed up from crying that I could barely breathe.

      Finally, I must have caught a few hours of sleep because I woke up with the dawn light coming through my window.

      Determined to avoid any contact with Prince Galen, I didn’t attend the early breakfast in the great hall. I knew my mother would be angry about it, but there was little she could do—she was leaving, too, and avoiding her as well as everybody else would keep me and my raw emotions away from further pain and hurt.

      Maria fetched an apple and some tea for me from the kitchens, as well as a lump of ice from the ice house. Taking turns holding freezing pieces to my swollen lids, we decreased the swelling enough to make me look somewhat presentable. But since the moment Maria had returned from the kitchens, I could tell something was bothering her.

      “Tell me,” I said, as I put on my dress, and tried to do something with my hair.

      She shook her head. “It’s nothing. I’m not sure yet.”

      Frustrated, I eyed her. But I knew better than to push for information. She never told me anything without being certain. If it was worth telling, I knew she’d tell me, given a little bit of time.

      Together, she and I made our way out to the front of the castle to await the departure of the procession, including Prince Galen and all his people, as well as my mother and stepfather. Now we stood, with her slightly behind me as was the unfortunate custom, waiting for everybody to leave.

      I scanned the people who had gathered in front of the line of carriages, but didn’t see Maksim anywhere. That was hardly a surprise. If there was something that we all did for the sake of tradition—like gathering together to say goodbye to someone before they departed—he was sure to miss it. And today was no exception.

      As the horses nickered and stamped, eager to get going, my parents loaded into their carriage and Prince Galen got into his.

      He didn’t give me so much as a bow or a kiss on the hand. It was as if I didn’t exist. That was fine by me, but I knew that surely my mother would have noticed the willful disregard for polite custom. And it would bother her more than she probably would ever admit.

      With that thought in my head, I managed to slap a smile on my face, bowing as the carriages disappeared down the long private road that led to the King’s Highway.

      Once they had mostly disappeared from view, I let out a sigh of relief and then turned to Maria. But on her face, I saw pure horror. Her eyes were locked on a servant girl who had scurried out from the house to clean up the horse manure that the horses had left.

      I grabbed Maria by the hand. Through gritted teeth, I said, “Tell me. Right now.”

      She blew out a breath and shook her head slowly, as if in utter disbelief.

      “I heard gossip in the kitchens that Prince Galen spent the night with Nicolette.” She nodded slightly at the girl scooping up the horse manure with a pitchfork. “Someone said he beat her terribly. Just look.”

      I stared at the girl and saw her face was bruised, her lip fat and bloody. As she leaned forward, the sleeves of her uniform dress slid up from her wrists. Angry purple bruises bloomed from her skin. On her cheek, I would have sworn that I saw a welt in precisely the shape of a leather belt.

      Most fiancés might be expected to be furious with the girl for bedding her husband-to-be, but not only did I care little for who Prince Galen chose as the object of his affections, but it was also pretty clear that Nicolette was taken against her will. And she was so young.

      He is not only rude, he’s a monster.

      As soon as I saw her face, my resolve was made iron. There was no way, in this world or the next, that I was going to marry Prince Galen.

      Absolutely no way.

      I gripped Maria’s hand hard in mine and led her across the grounds to the stone wall that marked the boundary of the old wood, which was Maksim’s own private hunting grounds and land.

      “I have to find a way out of this,” I said, staring almost blankly, emptily at the magnificent branches of the great oak in the distance.

      Maria nodded silently beside me.

      “I have to.”

      “You have to. You have to,” she agreed.

      I took a deep breath, trying to clear my thoughts. “But how?”

      Maria nibbled on her lip, and eyed me without turning her head.

      “Tell Maksim. Tell him how you feel about him. He’s a prince in his own right. He’s got power and resources that we can’t even imagine.”

      I scoffed. “How I feel about him? He knows how I feel about him.”

      “Stop that. The time has passed to pretend you hate him.” She wasn’t going to tolerate any more nonsense from me about this, I could tell right away. “I know how you feel, I see how you act. If there’s anybody in the world that can help you now, it’s him.”

      I let go of Maria’s hand and wrapped my arms around myself, pacing to and fro for a moment, thinking it over. I wanted him. Desperately. With every fiber of my being. But even still… I stopped my pacing beside Maria, with my shoe scraping the gravel.

      “Even if I do tell him, he hates me. You know that. He’s awful. And yesterday…” I began, unsure of how much to tell Maria about what happened between us in the wood. Better to err on the side of not enough than too much. “Yesterday he made it absolutely clear that no matter how I might feel, he’s got no interest in me at all.”

      Even as I said it, I knew I was only telling part of the truth. His reaction to the kiss was one of disgust. But his body had given him away long before that. His hard cock pressing against me. That lust in his eyes.

      “Tell him,” Maria said, now with even more impatience. “Love and hate are near enemies, Anika. They seem far away, opposites even. But they aren’t. It’s like…” She searched the air, looking for the words. “Like jealousy and admiration.” She raised her hand, unpinching two fingers just a hair. “They’re so very, very close.”

      Near enemies. It was something I had never heard before but it made all the sense in the world.

      But even as logical as it was, I wasn’t sure that my own near enemy could help me out of this mess. Time was ticking for me and ticking fast, I thought, as I watched a big leaf fall from the great oak, and twirl down onto the forest floor. I had to do something. And quick.
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      I waited until Anika turned away from the boundary wall and went back inside the castle before dropping down out of the great oak. I was still so fucking angry from the night before that I could barely think straight. The idea of that useless piece of shit even thinking about marrying my sister made me want to…

      I grabbed my knife and launched it at a faraway elm, sending it spiraling through the air. It met the bark with a satisfying thwack.

      Once I’d pried it from the tree, I stormed back toward the castle. I felt both grateful and fucking angry at my mother. Not for the first time, either. Her disapproval, even from the grave, was the only thing preventing me from taking what was mine: from taking Anika’s virgin pussy, her purity, and her innocence. And from protecting her the way she deserved to be protected.

      As I walked, I heard the dogs raising hell from the kennels. One of them shrieked out a long, insane howl. The sound of a rabid animal.

      That awful sound transported me back in time. When I was young, one of our dogs had gone rabid. He’d been chained to the wall, with a neck iron as a collar. Every time anybody came past his kennel, he went fucking insane with anger.

      Barking, snarling, panting.

      All teeth and destruction and hate. I remember the sound of the chain as he lunged at whoever came close—that ear-splitting metallic snap. I remember standing there, fucking mesmerized. Drawn to his power and brutal animal instinct as much as I was terrified by it. He held me there, watching him. Fucking transfixed.

      The chain was the only thing keeping him from destroying me. I understood him now. That tether kept him prisoner, but also kept him from destroying me, who fucking loved him. When it came to Anika, I was that wild, rabid beast. Only the chain that linked back to my mother prevented me from consuming her whole.

      As I approached the castle, I spotted one of my guards waiting for me. His name was Aidan, the most loyal man I had. My most trusted guard. Normally, he was quick to laughter and infinitely patient with my anger. My complete fucking opposite.

      He was hooked up with Maria, Anika’s maid. A decent, good-natured guy. But now, he looked as angry as I felt. His eyes were dark with rage, and he was pacing back and forth with his hand on his dagger.

      “What the fuck is wrong?”

      He sucked in a steadying breath, trying to find the words through his rage. I knew that feeling all too fucking well.

      “That son of a bitch, he raped my little sister. My sister, Maksim. Fucker. God damn him and his whole fucking family. I’ll kill every one of them. Every single fucking one. What did she do to deserve this? She’s barely old enough to even understand what happened to her.”

      That motherfucker. I didn’t have to ask who. It was no surprise to me that Prince Galen had taken one of the servants to his bedroom—fucker had the look about him. Promiscuous and greedy. But rape was a whole different level. So now my sister was engaged to marry a piece of shit, degenerate, arrogant rapist.

      In a matter of seconds, I’d made the mental calculations. Assassinations weren’t that fucking difficult. Given a good horse, a sharp blade, and this vengeance I felt in my bones, I was pretty sure I could catch up with the carriages and slit Galen’s throat by noon.

      But the blowback from killing him now, without taking my time to think it through, was nothing but bloodlust. That was a decision I had to weigh carefully. One thing I knew for sure—for Anika’s sake, for Aiden’s sake, for his sister’s sake, for my sake, and for the sake of all of us: “He won’t live long enough to hurt anyone else.”

      The darkness released its grip on Aiden, enough for him to see through the haze. He ran his hand down his jaw and eyed me. “I’ll kill him, Maksim. I’ll do it if I see him again.”

      “I hear you, brother,” I said as I clapped him on the shoulder. “But just leave it with me. We both have reason enough to want that fucker gone, but it has to be done right. You kill a prince, I can’t protect you. Understood?”

      Aidan blinked slowly and nodded, his jaw tight. He didn’t have to like it, but I had to make sure he didn’t do anything stupid. “Understood.”

      “Now go, take care of your sister. Get Maria to check on her, too.”

      “Yes, sir,” he said grimly, and spun on his heel, jogging back toward the kitchens with chain mail jangling.

      Once I was alone, the rage overtook me yet again. I worked the hilt of my dagger around and around in my palm. That useless piece of shit would never get near Anika again. I’d kill him before I let that happen. I’d let the kingdoms go to war. I’d let the world fucking burn. He wasn’t taking her as his wife. No fucking way in hell.
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        * * *

      

      In my mother’s chambers, I dropped to my knees in front of the altar yet again. “Help me,” I whispered to her. “Fucking help me.”

      Old Dora was also in the chamber, but she was sound asleep. Or I thought so, anyway. She wasn’t snoring as loud as she did when she was out cold, but I couldn’t fucking tell. And I didn’t give a shit. If she heard me, she fucking heard me. It was my mother’s guidance I needed now. Fuck the rest of the world, including her.

      I pressed my clenched fist to my forehead, trying so fucking desperately to get a signal from my mother about what the hell I should do. In everything else, I knew the way. But when it came to this feeling, this deep ache in my heart, I had no idea how to get myself out of it. No fucking idea at all.

      A slap jerked me out of my thoughts and I opened my eyes. In front of me, on the stone floor, lay a dusty old book. Dora stood above me, hands on her hips, eyeing it with a raised, gray eyebrow.

      “Told you I had something for you, boy.”

      The book was leather-bound and maybe two inches thick. The pages had gold-gilded edges, rippling and uneven from long use.

      “If it’s a Bible, you can keep it.”

      Dora shook her head.

      “Bible,” she scoffed. “I can tell you it’s no Bible. But you might find it as powerful as one Don’t be ungrateful before you even know what I’ve given you.” She gave me a half-admonishing, half-loving glare. Her specialty.

      Goddamn it. Even as old as I was, even as strong as I was, one disappointed word from Dora made me fucking crumple.

      “Sorry,” I muttered.

      Dora crossed her arms. “Are you going to open it? Or are you going to make an old lady stand here all day?”

      Rising from my knees as I picked up the book, I took a seat on the window bench where my mother often sat—where she nursed me, where she raised me, where I felt her with me most strongly. Opening the cover, I instantly recognized the handwriting without even needing to read the flyleaf. It was my mother’s diary. And on the front page, she’d written the start but no end date. I lifted my eyes to Dora.

      She nodded. “It was her book, my boy. Until the last day of her life. I knew she had it somewhere, but it was hidden away with all her other things. Just last week I found it, when I went down to check to make sure the moths hadn’t fussed with her gowns. There it was, waiting. For me. For you.”

      What that meant exactly, I wasn’t sure. What I did know for certain was that seeing her words, the clean and smooth round hand in neat, tidy lines, calmed me down in the way that only a mother’s love can.

      “You’ll want to go there, to that rose petal between the pages.”

      The red rose. It was Anika’s favorite flower. There was such a thing as a coincidence, but there was no way my mother could’ve known Anika’s favorite flower. They’d never met, but fuck how I wish they had.

      “How could she…?” I asked, trailing off, waiting for Dora to answer.

      “I took it to my chambers to read, and when I laid it on my desk in the window, opening it to the first page, a wind turned the pages to that one and a petal fell upon the words. Your mother didn’t know Anika, more’s the pity. But when I saw the passage that petal had marked, I knew it was her will that I found her diary when I did, and it’s her will that I’m bringing it to you right now. Read that there. Read it carefully. Every word.” Dora couldn’t stifle her smile. “Turns out your mother was a true romantic. Not unlike you, my boy, though you don’t dare admit it. Old ladies that don’t see too well often notice the things that others miss.”

      I pressed my finger between the marked pages and opened up the diary. It was an entry dated long before she married my father, years and years before I was born.

      

      Today, Cousin Stefan ran off to elope with his stepsister, Zara. Everybody in the family is shocked; my mother feels it’ll bring shame on our house for generations. Zara was promised to a merchant’s son from across the sea, and was supposed to make a union that would profit both families. But Stefan was unwilling to lose her and married Zara before anybody could stop them. They say he loves her with a passion so wild, he can barely stand to let her out of his sight.

      

      I think it’s the most romantic, bravest thing I’ve ever heard. I hope they live a happy long life together, and fill the world with children who know the power of love and passion.

      

      I only pray that someday, I may know a love such as they have.  And all those that I love, I wish the same for them.

      

      I read the words once, in disbelief. Two times, in astonishment. And three times in absolute pure fucking joy, the likes of which I had never felt before, ever in my entire life.

      “Holy fuck,” I said, grabbing Dora and slapping a kiss on her soft, wrinkly cheek. Still in total shock, I held her by the shoulders, staring into her eyes, which were damp with tears of happiness. “Is this real? You think she would give us her blessing?”

      Dora patted me on the cheek. “She would indeed, my lad. I’d suspected it all along, but now we have the proof.”

      I was out of the door in a fucking heartbeat, barreling down the long corridor that led out of my quarters and into the main castle. I hooked a sharp left into a secret passageway that was disguised as a closet door, and wound my way through the complex hidden maze that had sheltered my passion for so fucking long. It was only fitting that now, those same secret hallways would lead me to her to claim her, to take her as mine. At fucking last.

      Marriage was still out of the question, I knew that. My mother’s diary didn’t change the law. But fuck the law. I’d marry her in the old way, the real way. The only fucking way that mattered.

      I was already hard, but the thought of her virgin blood on my sheets made my cock fucking throb. I’d take her maiden head, and present her as my bride by rights. And if at all fucking possible, I’d fuck my baby into her before the king and queen returned from their now-useless time spent negotiating a marriage that would never fucking happen.

      I’d seal us together forever. And there was fuck all anybody could do about it if we had an heir on the way.

      But as I ran up a staircase and into another long, dark, arched hallway that ran beneath the great ballroom, a secret tunnel between my chambers and Anika’s, I had to face the reality that no matter how much I wanted her, no matter how I loved her, she didn’t love me. Not yet. Certainly not after the way I’d treated her.

      The things I wanted to do to Anika weren’t polite, they weren’t gentle. Not rape, not that. Never that. But I wanted to walk that line of consent with her, I wanted to play with the flames of yes and no. I wanted to take her to places of passion and intensity that she’d never fucking imagined before. My love for her was fucking consuming and overpowering. It was a dirty fucking thing to ask a young sweet girl like Anika to take a beast like me. She deserved better.

      But I’d never give her up. Never fucking ever.

      Now I was at her bedroom door. I took one second to collect myself, like a hunter taking a breath before loosing his arrow.

      This was it. I was going to walk in there, kiss her, and get my cock inside her as fast as fucking possible. It was time to claim her as mine. There was not a second to waste.

      Three hard knocks on the door and it swung open. I was so wild with passion and need that I barged right in uninvited, shouldering past Maria to get inside. But when I scanned the room, there was no sign of Anika. And it wasn’t just that I couldn’t see her, either. I couldn’t feel her presence. She wasn’t here. She wasn’t nearby.

      “Where the fuck is she?” I asked.

      Maria scurried around in front of me, clutching her apron. Her eyes widened in horror and realization.

      “Isn’t she with you?”

      Fuck. Fuck. “Of all the fucking times for her to slip past me,” I said, fuming as I walked to the window to see outside. “Did she say anything to you?”

      “Nothing at all,” Maria said. “Not a word. She was just… gone.”

      “Goddamn it,” I said, smacking the stone windowsill with my fist.

      Maria seized me by the shoulders and looked up into my eyes. “Find her. Please, Maksim. You must.”

      I scanned the grounds, everywhere for any sign of Anika on horseback or on foot. The view from her window gave me a good sense of the expanse of lands near the castle, but I saw nothing. Fucking nothing.

      “Go,” Maria urged me. “Please.”

      I pressed my fist against my lips and growled.

      “I’m the last person she’s going to want to see.”

      Maria sucked in a hiss. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Are you so blind you cannot see?  She’s in love with you.”

      “Bullshit,” I snarled. “I’ve seen the way she looks at me. Fucking bullshit.”

      “Not bullshit,” Maria snapped back. “You know it, I know it, she knows it. Go!” She shoved my shoulder to push me toward the hallway. “Save her. Help her.”

      She wasn’t just talking about right now, I knew that. She was talking about saving her from her future, too.

      The room damn near swirled around me. I felt like I was waking up from a knockout punch. In less than an hour, my entire understanding of my situation with Anika had flipped. Not only would my mother approved, but now here was Maria, fucking telling me that Anika wanted me, as much as I wanted her.

      “If you’re joking around with me, Maria, I’ll kill you. No shit. Right here. With my bare hands.”

      “You don’t think I know that?” Maria said, actually stamping on the floor. “You’re terrifying. She is the one person that isn’t scared of you at her core. Because she loves you.”

      For one second, we stared each other down—Maria with pleading eyes, me with nothing but doubt. But I could see plainly that she wasn’t shitting me. Anika wanted me. Anika loved me. She’d be mine willingly. I just had to fucking find her.

      I thundered from the room, down the great staircase, and through the main hall. I shouldered open the side door, and then I grabbed the first horse I saw. He was a pure-white stallion that I’d ridden before. Hot-blooded, quick, and unstoppable. Just the horse for the job. I slung my leg over and took off at a gallop before I’d even gotten my boots in the stirrups.

      As we barreled into the forest, the skies opened up. Fist-sized drops of rain pelted my back as a huge storm rumbled in, turning day to night.
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      I was shivering so hard that I couldn’t get a fire started, and I was too exhausted to keep trying. I chattered in the freezing darkness of a small cave I’d managed to find in the torrential storm, and drew my knees up to my chest. I was soaked to the bone and deliriously tired. And terrified.

      Shutting my eyes, I buried my face against my knees, trying desperately to warm myself up, trying to make myself small like animals do.

      It was fitting.

      I bolted from the castle that day more like an animal than a human. Some primal part of me governed my actions. I’d been neither rational nor careful. All I’d known was a desperate need to get away, get away, get away. To save myself, whatever the cost.

      I had gotten away, but not nearly far enough. On a good day, the journey to the little cave where I sheltered would have only taken me a few hours. But every path was washed away by the torrential rains or blocked by lightning-felled trees.

      Without the sun, I got turned around in the forest and doubled back on myself time and again. What should’ve taken me part of the morning took me nearly ten hours. Now, it was night.

      The storm had broken and a shaft of moonlight cut through the opening of the secondary cave where I sat. The drip-drip of rain off the leaves outside marked the passage of the seconds. And outside in the forest, the branches groaned painfully against one another. It sounded more human than I wanted to admit.

      My mare, Rosie, was in the front part of the cave, both because it was bigger and easier for her to negotiate, and because I knew she’d alert me to intruders. Who would be after me, I didn’t know, but my parents hadn’t gone very far when I decided to run—a messenger could have easily caught up to them.

      I could almost hear the hounds in the distance, searching for me; I imagined our master of the hunt giving them one of my gowns to find my scent. And their blood-curdling yelps when they got on my trail.

      I was afraid of being caught, but I was even more afraid of how to survive this night by myself. I’d stripped out of my wet britches and now wore only the tunic I’d been wearing all day. The sopping wet linen stuck to my skin, drawing the heat from my body.

      In my haste to get away I hadn’t bothered stopping to pick up a change of clothes, and had no real plans for what I was going to do next, how I’d feed or clothe myself, where I was going… All I knew was that I had to get away from the castle and the life that was planned for me.

      A saying from our master of the hunt flashed into my head. Scared animals are dead animals. Here I was, soaked through, starving and terrified. I felt like the young doe that drowns itself trying to swim across a raging river, all to spare itself being torn apart by hounds.

      A sob got caught in my throat, but I forced it back down. I’d had no choice. I couldn’t marry him. And I didn’t regret what I had done. A freezing death was better than one moment as Prince Galen’s wife.

      Falroy was beside me, as ever. He nudged my thigh with his cold nose and I felt him curl up into a tight ball next to my thigh. I stroked his damp fur and tried to steady myself. I didn’t want to die. I wanted to live, to be wild, to be free. To marry for love. Not for the sake of the crown.

      I sniffled hard. Maria’s comment about near enemies floated back to me, along with a memory of Maksim. A spring day, when I’d seen him from a great distance, re-fletching an arrow, drawing the feathers across his tongue. He’d looked beautiful, even from so very far away.

      But ever since we kissed, it was as if I looked at him with new eyes. His power, his size, his presence. His chiseled body and strikingly handsome face.

      Rubbing my hands together, I winced and sucked in a painful hiss. That long day of riding, with my hands clutching Rosie’s wet reins, had taken a terrible toll on my skin. Even in the darkness, with just one sliver of moonlight, I knew I had rows of painful blisters across both palms.

      But I ignored the stinging pain and picked up the stick of poplar and the larger piece of wood that I’d been using to try to get a fire going. Kneeling on the cold damp cave floor, with sharp stones digging into my knees, I placed the point of the stick into the larger branch and worked my hands back and forth to spin it as fast and as long as I could. With all my might, with all my terror, I focused on that movement. I had to get a fire lit. If I wanted to survive tonight, I had to have a fire to warm me up.

      The cold and blisters made my movements awkward and shaky. The stick flew from my hands and clattered somewhere nearby. I pawed at the dirt around me like a blind woman. I’d lost it. My frustrated groan turned instantly to a sob as I wrapped my arms around myself, shaking and chattering.

      Rosie let out a panicked whinny. Fear gripped me so hard that I even stopped my chattering. I snapped my head toward the narrow cave opening. Someone was there.

      Someone was coming.

      Planting my blistered hands on the rough, rocky floor, I scooted back toward the far wall, making myself as small as I could, hiding as deep in the deepest, dark shadows as the cave would allow. The unmistakable scratch of boots on the soil followed, accompanied by a nicker of a horse that I didn’t recognize. Not Rosie.

      The footsteps continued. Only one set. Only one person was there. For now. How many more would be following? My mind went back to the previous day, the highwaymen that accosted me, and I imagined that this was another, probably one of a group. There was nowhere to hide, nowhere to run. I’d be found, right here, and in my frozen, hungry, weakened state I’d be powerless to stop him doing what he liked with me.

      I held my breath, and stared unblinking at the opening of the cave. A dark figure filled the entry, a black shadow against the blackness of the night. But the moonlight made a barely visible silhouette of broad shoulders and the gap between two massive legs.

      I drew my knees even more tightly to my breast, and rolled my neck so that my hair covered as much of my cream-colored tunic as possible. I needed to stay small and stay hidden. Falroy scampered from my side to assess the newcomer and chittered in the way he did when he knew someone’s smell.

      Oh no. It had to be one of my stepfather’s men. I was sure of it. The sound of a flint strike cut through the silence and a spark shot through the darkness. I braced myself to be discovered, as a torch suddenly burst into flickering flames that licked the cave wall.

      Maksim. At least, it was Maksim’s face, Maksim’s body. But his expression, the glint in his eyes…it was that of a wild man. I barely recognized him.

      He had the look of a tortured, broken beast. I’d never seen him look like that, not once in all the time I’d known him.

      “Maksim,” I gasped.

      As soon as he saw me, his face transformed completely. At once, he became himself. A very relieved version of himself. I thought he might have even smiled a little, and ran his hand through his soaking wet hair. But the smile was so fleeting that I thought I might have imagined it, relieved as I was to see him here.

      He took a few steps toward me, his expression darkening once more. I knew I had made a mistake, and it was my fault that he was out here in the pitch blackness. As he took another step toward me, I shut my eyes and turned my face away, almost anticipating a slap on the cheek.

      You stupid little brat. I could almost hear him saying it already. I don’t have time to chase after your ungrateful ass.

      But no slap came and no insult either. I opened one eye and warily looked up at him.

      “I can’t go back,” I said, my voice quavering. “I cannot marry him, Maksim. I can’t.” Tears flooded my eyes, blurring the flame of the torch. “I… I can’t…” I stammered. “Please don’t make me.”

      Setting the torch on a nearby ledge, he crouched in front of me. And opened his massive arms, taking me in an embrace.

      With tears streaming down my cheeks, I wrapped my arms around him. It was the first time we had ever been so close. I melted into him, disappeared into his warmth, his strength, his scent. He swept my hair away from my cheek and nestled his face against mine, his lips to my ear, his rough stubble to my smooth flesh, quieting me as I sobbed into his arms.

      “Shh-hhh-hhh,” he said, softly and patiently. “You’re alright. Everything is alright. It is.”

      Wracked with sobs, I shook my head.

      “It isn’t alright. That man… he’s…. Last night he…”

      He breathed out through his nose, a warm and comforting sound of reassurance.

      “I know. I know it all already.”

      Slowly, his body warmed mine a little and his strength calmed me down. Once my waves of sadness had passed, I sniffled against his massive shoulder.

      “What am I going to do?”

      Cradling me in his arms, he rocked me gently. My heart throbbed in my chest as I clung to him. I had seen him every shade of angry, every hue of annoyed, every version of irritated. But I had never seen him soft like this. I had never felt his kindness until now.

      “I promise you, Anika,” he said, his voice gruff and low in my ear, confident and absolute. “As long as I live, you will never marry that man.”
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        * * *

      

      Maksim got a partly dry saddle pad from his horse and made sure I was comfortable on the cave floor, while he set about getting the fire going. He didn’t say a single word to me, but kept glancing at me and looking away. He had always been difficult for me to read, but never more difficult than now.

      His temper had, for so long, seemed to be constantly simmering right below the surface. He’d always seemed ready to explode. And so now, this softer side of him took some getting used to. I wasn’t sure I could trust it.

      But I hoped I could.

      Once he placed the last dry log on the fire and dusted off his hands, I asked, “How did you find me?”

      He turned to me, the flickering flames showing the hard edge of his jaw, the rich dark lines of his beautiful eyelashes.

      “You don’t want to know.”

      My heart sank. Perhaps the anger wasn’t so far away after all. But I’d dipped my toes into the pool of his kindness, and I couldn’t help myself.

      “Yes, I do. I want to know everything about you.” The words tumbled out and the flash of embarrassment warmed my cheeks.

      He growled a little. Again, impossible for me to read. He turned to me, tightening his eyes slightly, as if assessing if I could handle whatever he was about to say.

      I raised my eyebrows and waited patiently and silently. Now was no time to push him. And I was too exhausted to even contemplate it, anyway.

      “I knew you couldn’t have gotten far. I know your paths. Sometimes I keep an eye on you and I knew you’d been to this cave before. With the storm, I tried to think like you. Where would you go.”

      He’s been watching me. That, at least, explained how he’d been able to help me so quickly the previous day with the highwaymen.

      “But also,” he added before I could ask another question, “I can feel you.” He glanced away. Embarrassed, even ashamed.

      “You can…what?” I cocked my head to the side.

      He took a deep breath, staring into the flames.

      “I can feel you. Sense you. Whatever the fuck you want to call it.” He nudged an errant log back into the fire and turned to me once again.

      I still wasn’t entirely sure that I understood. For so long, I thought that all he wanted was to avoid me. But now that I looked back, there were so many moments when I’d enter a room to find his gaze already waiting for me. Like he could feel me coming long before he could see me or hear me. And it didn’t really sound so crazy.

      There was book knowledge and there was gut knowledge. New knowledge and ancient knowing. They weren’t the same, not at all. The deer who bolted from me without seeing me; the falcon who can find its prey in darkness. Such things made sense to me, even if I was at a loss to explain them with words.

      “Like sailors who can find true north, even at night,” I suggested.

      He widened his eyes at me, and suddenly I realized I must have said something that he found deeply profound. He didn’t speak, though. Instead, he nodded curtly, staring me in the eye the whole time.

      A sudden chill made me shiver. Even though I tried to hide it, he saw it. He took a few steps toward me and signaled for me to stand up. With my arms wrapped tight around myself, I uncurled from my ball on the saddle pad and rose before him. With me barefoot and him still in his boots, he was even taller than I expected. He towered over me, and his muscular body blotted out the shimmer of the flames.

      In one smooth gesture, he pulled his shirt over his head by the collar and tossed it aside. Then he peeled my damp tunic off of me, being surprisingly gentle and careful not to let it catch my hair as he pulled it over my head. Instinctively, I covered my nakedness but he didn’t seem interested in my bare breasts. Using his boot, he scooted the saddle pad a little closer to the flames and then offered me his hand.

      “Sit,” he said, “facing the fire.”

      I did just as he said. That instinctive need to obey him, to do as he asked, made following his instructions easy. I didn’t think; I didn’t argue; I let him tell me what to do and I did it. It felt like the most natural thing in the world. As I sat down, I slid my eyes over his sculpted pecs, the beautiful ridges of his abs, as well as the bulge between his legs and the muscles of his meaty thighs, so easy to see under his wet pants. I wondered if all this time, I was being willfully blind to his beauty; if I’d looked at him with these eyes all that time, I’d have driven myself mad with wanting.

      Once I was seated cross-legged in front of him, he let my hand go and sat down behind me, drawing me in close between parted legs, bent at the knee, so that his massive chest was against my back. He slipped his arms beneath mine, making an X over my breasts, and he pulled me closer still. I stiffened at the touch of his bare skin against mine. I knew we shouldn’t be doing this. I knew that. But that didn’t stop my wanting to be completely enveloped by him.

      “Relax,” he whispered into my damp hair. “Let me warm you up.”

      I exhaled deeply and eased back into him fully, succumbing to his warmth and protection. For the first time since I’d left the castle, I began to feel warm.

      And safe.

      Still taking deep, calming breaths, I glanced down at his arms, with their network of pronounced veins. At the missing pinky, at a long white scar that told of a jagged wound that took a long time to heal. His skin was deeply tanned, and though I had spent much time outside that summer, I never got as dark as he did. My skin looked like milk beside his.

      He rested his chin on my shoulder, so we were again cheek-to-cheek, but now facing the same direction.

      “Tell me you meant what you said. Tell me you don’t want to marry him. Tell me you mean it.”

      I tried to turn to face him, but he had me too tightly and firmly embraced.

      “I mean it. The idea….” I shuddered, this time not with cold but with disgust. “I’d probably kill him myself if I had to marry him.”

      At that, Maksim actually laughed. Just a little. Nothing more than a tightening of his stomach and a quick outbreath from his nose.

      “Probably. Use your crossbow. He’ll never know what hit him.”

      Now I laughed a little too, grateful for the brief respite from the honey-thick tension that seemed always between us.

      “That was from you, wasn’t it? The crossbow.”

      After a pause, he nodded into my shoulder.

      “All of it,” he said, his voice low and thick with emotion. I felt the rumble of his words through my body as much as I heard them with my ears. “It was all from me.”

      I gripped his forearms and blinked, seeing but also not quite seeing the dancing flames. I knew I should thank him. I knew I should say something. But I found myself quite literally speechless, completely swept away by the realization that Maria had been right. He had been watching over me and caring for me all this time, without my ever knowing it.

      “Do you know what happens, when a man and woman are married?” Very slowly, he slid his right hand out of our tangled embrace, and placed his first finger on the inside of my thigh.

      My cheeks flushed hotly. His words and his touch together made me feel woozy, like I was in a dream. But this was no dream. I was in his arms. We were alone together. And his thick finger was inch-inch-inching its way toward my…

      “Yes, I… I know a little.” A little was exactly right; all I really knew, for certain, was what I had gleaned from Maria’s sources at the gossip mill in the kitchens. But yet again, I may not know the words, I may not know the facts, but I knew the feelings. I knew what my body was asking for. Him.

      Maksim trailed his finger further up my thigh, dragging his fingers over my flesh and tightening our embrace with his other arm. Beneath my own fingertips, his bicep bulged and I found myself mesmerized by the thick fibers of his shoulder muscles. It was all I could do not to moan out loud.

      His finger slid closer to my sex. As he touched the soft curve of my upper thigh, so very close to where it met my hip, I felt a rush of wetness spill from inside me. I was embarrassed at first, horrified that my body gave my desire for my own stepbrother away. I could even smell it—somehow salty and sweet together. But as the scent of my juices met Maksim’s nose, he let out a low, hungry growl. In response, he tipped his hips slightly, pushing his hard cock into my back.

      “Would you want to be wed in the old way?”

      It took true concentration to bring my thoughts into any sort of logical order. At that moment, I was nothing but hot, and wet, and aching for him to touch me between my legs.

      “The old way,” I said, searching my memory. I knew about it from stories. Sometimes, it was still done, but not often. “Yes, I would.”

      “Would you be proud to have your husband hang the stained sheets of your marriage bed from your window, Princess?”

      Now, I did actually moan. As he said that word, the word he’d used as ammunition against me so many times, he finally touched me where I was throbbing to be touched. I melted back into him, but as his touch strengthened, my body responded with a wave of overpowering pleasure.

      “Oh my god, Maksim,” I panted. “What are you…”

      He nudged my cheek with his jaw. “Answer the fucking question.”

      The question. What was the…. “Please don’t stop.”

      He rubbed me more firmly and I gasped out in pleasure and need. “Answer. The. Question.”

      I sucked in a brain-clearing breath. “Yes, of course. I would be overjoyed. Proud to have given my virtue to the man I love.”

      “Fuck virtue,” he growled, talking low and soft as he massaged my clit. It fluttered at his touch and my toes curled with pleasure. He was making my body throb in a way I didn’t know it could throb. With an expert touch, he massaged me there, drawing me closer and closer to…

      I didn’t know what. Something. Everything. Heaven itself.

      I was so lost in the feeling that it took me a moment to realize that there was silence. Had he asked me something? I couldn’t even remember. So I just repeated the words that I remembered hearing him say last.

      “Fuck virtue,” I echoed.

      His growl of approval came from deep in his throat. “Now we’re fucking talking.” With renewed intensity, he worked my most sensitive spot with small circles that made my eyes roll back in my head.

      I didn’t know what was happening to me and I didn’t care. Wherever he was taking me, I was going with him. No questions asked. Except for one.

      “Whose wife would I become?” I whispered between gasps.

      “Mine,” he growled. “All fucking mine.”
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      “But how…” Anika said, trailing off as my fingers on her clit stole her words. She let her head fall back against my shoulder. Lips parted. Cheeks flushed. I slipped my finger further down between her folds, until my fingertip was just at the edge of her pussy’s tight little opening. “But they’d never let us marry,” she managed to say. “Never.”

      They.

      I’d never paid one fucking bit of attention to what they said.

      “Fuck that, fuck whoever they are,” I growled into her ear as I drew my fingertip up to create some tension on her clit. Playing pain against pleasure; soothing one with the other in equal turns. “I’ll marry you the old way. The only way that counts.”

      “You’d… take me,” she panted, gyrating her pelvis into my hand.

      Greedy little brat. But I wasn’t in the mood to withhold on her. Not yet. I added my middle finger, and stimulating her with both, I rolled her clit between them, against them, and back again. That ebb and flow.

      I wanted to keep her right there on the edge between too much and never enough. I wanted her begging for my touch even when I was already touching her. I wanted her addicted to me, like those poor fuckers in the opium dens. I wanted her to crave me, even when I was fucking her raw.

      I slid my other hand up her stomach to her tits, feeling the weight of them, their round firmness. Though her frame was thin, her tits were full and supple. By the firelight, I saw the faint ridge of barely visible stretch marks radiating out from her nipples. I didn’t even try to stifle my groans; those days were over. She was mine to groan over, as loud as I wanted.

      “You’ve got no fucking idea how long I’ve waited for this, Anika.”

      She dug her fingernails into my thighs. “Tell me.”

      The first time I ever saw her, she was in a pale yellow dress. Modest but plenty tight. Our parents had already married, and they introduced us at a big fucking production of a dinner.

      God awful, except for Anika.

      I’d seen her across the banquet hall and I’d known then, stepsister or not, that I was a fucking goner. She was it.

      “Yellow dress. That fucking dinner. I wanted to be inside you before I ever knew your goddamned name.”

      Her body tightened with a half-gasp, half-laugh. Sultry and dark. I loved this side of her. I loved learning her, feeling her. I loved being the one to make her find her power. And her pleasure.

      “That first night, you were so mean to me. I went back to my room and cried.”

      I slid my hand up to her throat, placing just enough pressure on her windpipe and jugular to make her remember exactly who was in charge.

      “I know. I fucking watched you.”

      She sucked in a breath of surprise and then relaxed into me, like suddenly everything made sense. “Were you always watching?”

      Every movement, every emotion. Everything. “Fucking always.”

      She hesitated before she spoke again. I felt her eyes on me, but I didn’t meet them. Not yet.

      “So then why were you always so mean to me?”

      Now I did look her in the eye, turning her face toward mine with my fingertips on her jaw. This part was complicated even for me to understand. But as I looked her in the eye, it all became fucking crystal clear.

      “Looking at you hurt my fucking heart. I was like a wounded animal.”

      She understood at once. I could see that by the flash in her eyes.

      “I couldn’t fucking look at you; I couldn’t even talk to you. I didn’t want to make small talk with you, Anika. I didn’t want things to be fucking ordinary with us. I loved you. I wanted you. I needed you. And if I couldn’t have you like I wanted, it was better not to have you at all. From the first moment, no other women existed. Only you.”

      Her pretty eyes fluttered shut, her lashes kissing her cheeks. Nudging me with her nose, her forehead, she said all that she needed to say. That she understood. That she was here. And that we were together at fucking last.

      I worked on her clit with more focus, feeling her heartbeat in her throat. I got her close to orgasm, but I didn’t let her spill over the edge. She needed to understand my power from the inside out.

      And I was still pissed off with her. Running away like she had that day, she could have fucking died. I could have lost her forever. Just the thought of it filled me with white-hot anger, and I tightened my grip on her throat, making her gasp.

      “Don’t you ever run away from me again,” I told her. I slid my tongue down the shell of her ear, making sure I scraped her hard with my stubble.

      She whimpered, actually fucking whimpered, as I ran my tongue back up her ear. Again, her grip on my thighs tightened. “It wasn’t you that I was…”

      Bratty and mouthy. She was going to have to learn to obey me and learn it fast. I shifted her clit from between my fingers, adding my thumb, and told her what I thought of her fucking excuses with a merciless pinch.

      She cried out in pain, bucking against me, as the scent of a fresh trickle of her wetness met my nose.

      “Don’t you ever…” I snarled in her ear.

      “Never,” she panted. “Never.”

      With that, I released the pinch, and she hissed out a breath. I watched her pin her tongue between her teeth. She moaned, almost a cat-like purr.

      “Feels good, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes,” she gasped, surprised. And pleased.

      I went back to stroking her, now using my middle finger while keeping her folds parted with my first and third. I was close to her opening, really fucking close, but I wasn’t going to penetrate her. Not yet.

      “And it’s not just the running away that pisses me off,” I told her. “It’s that you were so fucking unprepared. No provisions. No decent weapons. What the fuck is that?”

      “I wasn’t… I don’t….”

      “Save it,” I said, working her cunt up into a froth before yanking my hand away. She whined in protest, but I was two steps ahead of her. Gently but firmly, I grasped her by the back of the neck and pushed her forward. “Get on your knees.”

      This time, there was no back talk. Progress. She did just as she was asked, placing her knees on the saddle pad, her ass in the air. Sweet little feet pushed together, toes curled. I got on my knees behind her and slipped my left arm between her thighs and stomach to keep her steady. For one second, I took in the scene. My stepsister. Buck naked, on her knees in front of me. Waiting for me to do whatever I wanted.

      Sometimes life fucking sucked. But sometimes, I was seriously goddamned grateful to be alive. Her glistening pussy was all the meaning I’d ever need to find in life.

      Anika shifted her hair off her back and peeked back at me. I answered her with a raised eyebrow. Don’t make me tell you to turn the fuck around.

      I heard her fearful gulp as she returned to face the fire. Her fear sent a pulse down my cock like I’d never experienced before. And it made me absolutely fucking desperate to get inside her.

      Fuck, I hated her as much as I loved her. She stripped me of all my control, of all my sanity. And it was high time she was punished for it.

      The spank was flat handed, a perfect smack on her ass cheek. Full contact, all five fingers and palm. She bowed her back and came up high on her arms. “What was that for?” She sucked in a breath that hollowed out her stomach in the most gorgeous way.

      “For being a spoiled brat,” I said, landing another, and another. “For not coming to me first, for leaving unprepared, for being a fucking nightmare to find.”

      Her ass looked sexy when it was creamy but way fucking sexier when it was pink. A hand-shaped welt bloomed up from her ass cheek. She was going to feel that tomorrow.

      But it wasn’t enough. Not yet.

      I wanted her thinking about this for days. Again and again I spanked her, until her ass went from pink to scarlet red. She wriggled hard against my grip, fighting me all the fucking away. But not until she gave up that fight, just a little, did I stop her punishment.

      “We clear? You disobey me, you fail to trust me, you’re in for a fuckload worse than a spanking.” I tensed up my muscles to let her feel my power even more, jiggling her hips with a jerk of my arm. “Tell me you understand.”

      She nodded, her body relaxing as I soothed the red mark with gentle touches.

      “I understand. And I’m so sorry.” Now she peeked back over her shoulder again. Her eyes were softer, less willful, like I’d pulled some of that wildfire from her at last.

      “I really am. I had no idea I could turn to you. But now I know.” She stayed propped up on one arm, while with the other she ran her fingertips softly down my forearm, still hooked under her belly. Then she slipped her fingers between mine, knitting them together, with her small, soft palm over the back of my hand.

      She was killing me with all this tenderness. It was fucking overwhelming to me. I’d had no idea how she’d react to all this, but never in my wildest dreams did I imagine—did I dare hope—that she’d warm to me like this. I wanted to be inside her, I needed to be inside her, and I was losing my discipline to stay outside that sweet pussy for much longer.

      Using her position on her knees to my advantage, I hoisted her up a few inches higher and then began to explore her folds with my tongue from behind. She let out a fantastic gasp of surprise as I touched her clit for the first time, and her body responded with a trickle of thick, sticky wetness. I licked it up and tasted her for the very first time, moaning against the spanked, hot flesh of her ass as I did.

      This angle was good, but not good enough, so I pulled my face out of her pussy long enough to say, “On your back.”

      She rolled to the side, doing just as she was asked, staying in a tight ball with her hands on her breasts. She searched my face, waiting for my next command.

      “You’re doing fucking amazing,” I told her, trailing my fingertip down her thigh and hip.

      She smiled at me then, eyes glistening in the firelight. “I am?”

      “Perfect,” I said, licking her wetness off my lips. “Now put your hands over your head.” I lifted my chin to signal to her. “Stretch them, all the way out.”

      She snuggled down into the saddle pad and placed her wrists on the floor of the cave above her. The fire had warmed the space and the light danced miraculously on her pale skin.

      “Good. Now cuff your left hand with your right, like this,” I said, showing her with my own wrists. I made a circle of my thumb and middle finger around my wrist, keeping it tight and holding it up to show her.

      She copied the movement and showed me. “Like this?”

      “Like that. And don’t you fucking let that wrist go, you hear me? You move your hands, I stop.”

      She nodded, with her head raised slightly off the floor of the cave. “Okay. I understand.”

      “Good.” I parted her legs and eased my way down between her thighs, with my face just inches from her virgin cunt. Still, she kept her head lifted. Watching my every move. Attentive, nervous. Excited. All the things I’d always wanted her to be for me.

      While she was still watching me, I studied her pussy. I’d seen her naked plenty of times, but I’d never been able to get as close as I’d needed. It was every bit as silky and inviting as I’d hoped. And her scent was fucking intoxicating. All the more so because she was actually dripping for me.

      I raised my eyes to hers. “Relax, baby. Relax.”

      With a deep breath that lifted her tits, she closed her eyes and eased her head back onto the saddle pad, hands bound and legs spread.

      I took my fucking time eating her out. I was in no rush to have her cum for me. I could have stayed there, tasting her, enjoying her, all fucking night.

      Under my tongue, I felt her clit begin to swell and flutter. I used gentle tongue strokes sometimes, more vigorous ones at others. I kept her hips positioned like I wanted them with my hands, tipping her up as needed to get the best angle on her lips, her clit, and her opening. As I worked on her, she got closer and closer, her moans growing louder and higher. More desperate for release.

      When I felt she was ready, when her toes where curled and her nipples were hard, when the only word she knew was my name, I gave it to her. Her very first orgasm ever.

      And goddamn, how she roared. In the throes of it, she let go of her wrists to hang onto my head, using her grip to get better leverage and rise up slightly off the cave floor. She was a fucking wild thing when she came, loud and nasty and fucking sexy as hell.

      I drank her down as she came, sucking up her wetness and her juices like a man who’d walked for years through the desert before finally finding the oasis that would save his life.

      With a gasp, she let go of my head and relaxed down onto the saddle pad once more. I pulled away from her clit just a little, to give her a breather, and to catch my breath, too.

      “Fuck almighty,” I said, cleaning my face on the inside of her thighs.

      Her head popped up again. “Was that… okay?”

      Okay? “Yeah. Which is unfortunate. Because it was so perfect, you’re going to have to do it for me again.”

      There was that smile. That fucking smile that broke me so goddamned hard. I felt so good, so right, there between her legs, that I found myself smiling back. Her eyes registered surprise and she reached out to touch my face.

      “You look so handsome when you smile, Maksim.”

      Glancing down at her pussy, I decided that sensitive though she might be, she was fucking ready for another.

      “Then I’ll make you a deal. You keep on coming dirty like that for me and I’ll keep on smiling at you.”

      She pressed her lips together, still smiling, and nodded at me with sparkling eyes. Then she cuffed her own wrist again, lifted her hands above her head, stretching them out long, and said, “Deal,” before relaxing back to down, ready to give me more of her honey-sweet cum.

      But as I gently parted her swollen folds with my tongue, I wanted badly to pull my cock out and get inside her. My balls were screaming at me to finish the job, to get inside her and make her mine. Inhaling her scent deep into my lungs, I resisted that fucking primal urge, as I had so many times before.

      Fucking her would have to wait until I had her in our marriage bed, until I could take her maidenhead and savor the proof. I settled for using my fingers on her clit as well as my tongue, rolling and sucking, licking and pinching. Her second orgasm came fast on the heels of the first, even louder and wilder than she’d been before. She gripped my head with her thighs in a vise-like grip as she came, but this time obeyed my fucking laws and didn’t touch me with her hands. Not once.

      “Such a good girl,” I said, as I licked her clean.

      I watched her chest rise and fall by the fire light, tracing long lines up and down her thighs with my first finger and my tongue. Lying there, sated with her first two orgasms ever, I was sure she could doze right off to sleep. But until I got inside her, there wasn’t a fucking chance I could sleep, or eat, or even think. We were going to be man and wife, and we were going to do it right. And there wasn’t a chance in hell I was going to seal my claim on her on some damp cave floor in the middle of nowhere. I wanted to see her virgin blood on my silk sheets. I wanted to look into her eyes, with her head on my pillows, as I came deep in her womb.

      Very gently, I slid my hands up her body. It wasn’t in my nature to be this gentle, but it was necessary. She wasn’t going to like what I said next. And I couldn’t risk her bolting from me again.

      I placed my hands to hers, palm to palm, entwining my thick fingers between her fine ones.

      Then I tightened my grip and said, “I’m taking you back to the castle. Tonight.”

      Her eyes flared with anger and she struggled to get away. But her hips were pinned beneath my arms and I had her hands. She wasn’t going anywhere.

      “No, absolutely no way,” she said, trying to squirm away from me. Even trying to land a kick or two.

      Cute and all. But I was three times her size, a trained fighter, and every muscle in my body was throbbing to fill her cunt with my dick.

      “You can fight me all you want. You know I’ll win.”

      Even she couldn’t backtalk against the logic of brute force. She stopped squirming and stared at me, with her mouth set hard and nostrils flared.

      “I will not be made to marry him. I will not.”

      Drawing her toward me, I came up on my knees in front of her. I released one of her hands, and pinched her jaw in my thumb and forefinger, forcing her to look up at me.

      “Easy, now,” I growled. “You’re mine. I’m yours. I’d burn this fucking kingdom down rather than give you up. If they try to get between us, I’ll murder every fucking one of them in their sleep.”

      Now the fight really drained from her. In place of anger, I saw fear. Good. She damned well better be afraid of me.

      Passion like this was a fucking weapon.
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      The ride back to the castle took us the rest of the night and most of the following day, taking paths that were safer but took us on a wide route through the forest.

      Each step Rosie took beneath me reminded me of my tender, newly spanked bottom. But each step also reminded me of the new and wonderful tiredness I felt all throughout my body, from the exertion of my first two orgasms.

      My muscles felt like jelly, and an intoxicating warmth radiated throughout my body, starting in my thighs. Whenever the paths allowed for us to ride side-by-side, we did. I kept stealing glances at Maksim and he kept glancing at me. Gone was the irritated look I’d grown so accustomed to.

      Now, he watched me with a protective, attentive care that only turned dark when I rode in a way he found a little too risky or careless.

      The storm had cleared, and our way back to the castle was lit by brilliant white-blue moonlight, then the filtered sunlight of summer under the trees. The going was hard, though. Many of the main trails were blocked by mudslides, and many of the more secret trails had been rendered impassable by fallen trees and branches.

      Slowly, we made our way through, sometimes doubling back, sometimes taking shortcuts through ancient swaths of forest that, I suspected, hadn’t seen horse or human for a thousand years. I liked that idea very much; the two of us, the way we were now, forging new paths across old lands. Dangerous though the paths were, I had never felt safer or happier than I did with him there, by my side, together in this new and thrilling way.

      When we arrived back at the castle, I heard the church bells chime to call for evening vespers. It felt much later to me, and no wonder. After the day I’d had, I was surprised I hadn’t nodded off on Rosie’s back as we rode. Maksim rode ahead of me as we neared the stables, where we were met by two grooms who took our horses to be fed and watered.

      As we turned to make our way for the castle gates, I had a momentary flutter of panic, thinking how furious my mother would be with me for running away. But then I remembered she wasn’t there. Nobody was. It was just Maksim and me, free to do as we pleased. A shiver ran up my spine at the thought. A shiver of pleasure and nervousness. I knew something was in store for me, something important and life-changing, but it was a mystery to me how it would feel, what he would do. I was completely at his mercy.

      He took my hand in his and led me away from the main entrance, down a narrow path that bordered the far wall.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      Even though the light was low, I caught the look he shot me in response to my question. A brief narrowing of his eyes. “You’ll know when you get there.”

      Even now, with everything out in the open between us, his temper was still very much right there under the surface. He had no patience for silly questions before and he still didn’t now. Some things hadn’t changed. Even though I loved him, I still feared him. That hadn’t changed either.

      And, if I were perfectly honest with myself, I was thrilled that part hadn’t changed. His anger drew me to him and it always had.

      Holding my hand tightly and possessively, he led me back through the camellia garden, littered with fallen petals, and around to a disused door. Or what I thought was a disused door. But when he opened it, the hinges didn’t squeak, nor was there any dust or dirt on the worn stone threshold.

      I saw, in fact, that it was a secret entrance, all his own. Hand in hand, with me following behind because the passage was so narrow, we passed through a dark stairway that smelled richly of moss and rain. From there, we emerged into a narrow hallway. I had never been to this part of the castle before, and it took me a moment to realize where we were. We were on Maksim’s side of the castle, and he was leading me directly to his chambers. My heart somersaulted in my chest. I’d never been there, never been anywhere near. But I had yearned to do so for so long.

      I’d never risked coming down here before. Brave and a little bit reckless though I might be, I wasn’t stupid. It was such forbidden territory that it still felt that way now. Perhaps because I was so tired, I flashed back to our kiss in the forest, and the way he’d turned on me after that. I couldn’t bear for the same to happen now. I couldn’t bear it if all of this turned out to be some wicked joke.

      He felt my slight resistance as he led me toward the big solid door of his bed chamber. He stopped and turned to face me, his strong jaw highlighted by the flickering flames from one of the nearby torches mounted on the walls. I swallowed hard, looking up at him.

      “Tell me,” he said.

      I knew better than to put him off or pretend it was nothing. He’d see right through that at once.

      “Please don’t turn on me again. Please don’t make me feel foolish, the way you did when you first kissed me.”

      He stepped into me, pushing me up against the stone wall, running his thumb over my cheek.

      “I had to do it then. I had to make you hate me, for your safety and mine. You had to get away from me, Anika, before I did something truly foolish. But I’ll never fucking do it again. I will never turn away from you. And you will never turn away from me. I promise.”

      I ran my fingertips over the close-cropped hair at the base of his neck. He tilted his head into my touch, closing his eyes, and kissed my palm as if to seal his promise.

      All the layers of protection I’d kept between us were now gone. He had made me more vulnerable than I’d ever been, and was about to make me more vulnerable still. I was overjoyed and terrified all at once. I rose up on my tiptoes and wrapped my arms around him.

      “My heart is yours to break,” I whispered.

      “Never,” he said. In one smooth gesture, he scooped me off the ground and carried me down the hallway. We stopped at a big oak door, where he held me briefly with one arm to unlock it, and then kicked it open carrying me over the threshold in his massive arms.

      His quarters were not at all as I imagined them. He carried me across the front room, which was arranged as a luxurious living space before a low-burning fire. Oxblood leather chairs and rough but fine wood tables sat on top of a deep blue rug. He set me down there, in front of the fire, and I looked up to see a rack of antlers mounted over the fireplace. I counted the points and then counted them again. Seventeen. I knew those antlers. They were from one of my bucks.

      I turned to him, my mouth falling open in surprise. “You said…”

      He smiled again, smug this time. Smug and cocky. “That the taxidermist lost them. I know.” He ran his tongue over his teeth. “I should probably apologize. I’ve told you a lot of bullshit just to keep my secret safe. No more, though.” He took his cloak from my shoulders, and flung it over the sofa arm. “No more bullshit ever again.”

      Glancing around the room, I saw all manner of things that told me that if I had been feeling things for him, he’d been feeling things for me a whole lot longer. On the mantel rested a pearl earring that I had lost long ago, on top of a lace handkerchief on which I had embroidered my own initials. I traced my finger over the A and the Z, both of which had errors in the embroidery. “My mother told me to donate this one to the alms house.”

      “I know,” he said. “You mother never appreciated anything you did. But I had to have it For a long time, it still smelled like you. I gave the alms house a small chest of gold to settle my conscience. Fucking killed me when the scent started to fade.”

      That wasn’t all. On the wall was a small but finely framed sketch of a flower I had done. I remembered that day. It was early summer. I’d been in the summer house alone, doodling. And had left it behind.

      Turning to him, he met me with an almost-apologetic grimace.

      “Told you. Fucking obsessed.”

      It broke my heart to think of him here, all alone, pining away for me while I was so terrified of him.

      “We’ve wasted so much time,” I said.

      “Yeah, but I’ve got you now,” he said, scooping me up again. “That’s all that matters.”

      I looped my arm around his thick, muscular neck and he carried me through his chambers. He kicked open the door at the far end of the room, and there it sat. His bed. Neatly made with crisp gray sheets, elegant and masculine. He laid me down on it, kissing me as he did. Without breaking the kiss, he climbed on top of me, staring down at me. Then he let out a low growl as he drew my arms up over my head, gripping both wrists in one palm like he did when he’d first kissed me.

      “Fuck,” he said, shaking his head, looking me up and down. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      Laying there beneath him, wrapped so luxuriously in his sheets, with my head so comfortable on the pillow, I was suddenly deliriously, dizzily exhausted. The day caught up to me like a tidal wave. As he kissed me again, this time deeper and more possessively, I fought hard to keep my eyes open. But he kissed so intensely and it felt so good that my eyes fluttered shut. When we parted, I tried to blink myself awake. But he was so big. And strong. And I felt so warm, and safe and….

      A yawn snuck up on me and I was utterly powerless to stop it. I popped my eyes open and looked up at him, my brother, so gorgeous and strong and intense. I half expected him to be mad that I yawned, but I could see at once he was quite the opposite. He smiled down at me, laughing a little, sweeping my hair from my forehead with his big hand.

      He leaned down on top of me, and nibbled my ear.

      Then said, in his darkest and sexiest voice, “Rest, beautiful. Gather your strength. You’re going to need it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I opened my eyes, I was surrounded by dozens of flickering candles. Maksim wasn’t beside me, though, and my heart constricted at the thought that it had all been a dream. But it was no dream, for as I propped myself up in his big, luxurious bed, I saw that on the table on the other side of the room, Maksim had arranged trays of bread, fruit, and cheese. And there, standing beside the table, was Maksim himself. Shirtless, and pouring two glasses of wine.

      I slid off the bed and padded over to him. He’d taken off my boots, and placed them neatly by the foot of the bed.

      “There you are,” he said, handing me a glass of wine. A deep red droplet had slid down the bottle onto his thumb. I took his big hand in mine and placed his thumb in my mouth, sucking it clean as I looked up at him. Batting my lashes once and then twice.

      “Fuuuuuck,” he growled, as I let go of his thumb with a sucking pop. He pinched my cheeks hard in his hand, looking almost angry as he admired me. “How the fuck did you get so perfect?”

      “I don’t know about that,” I said, feeling embarrassed, my cheeks hot and stinging.

      He didn’t release my jaw. Instead, he tightened his grip and made me look up at him.

      “Never deny it. Never play coy with me. Embrace it. Embrace the fucking goddess that you are,” he said, from between gritted teeth. “Got it?”

      Oh lord.

      “Yes,” I gasped. He released his grip on my jaw, softly stroking my cheek before he went to get his glass, and raised it to mine to toast me.

      “To you and me.”

      “To you and me, always.”

      As I drank my first sip of wine, I realized I was not only thirsty but absolutely famished. I chose a plate of blackberries first, then moved onto a chunk of cheese that he had sliced before I woke up.

      Careful not to talk with my mouth full, I chewed until I could politely tell him, “I could get used to this.”

      “You fucking better,” he growled.

      As we ate, I kept stealing glances at him, still so thrilled by this new way of being with him. For so long, I had yearned for this warmth from him. Now that I had it, I hardly knew what to do with it. Once again, I felt mostly speechless. But there was something on my mind.

      I chose an apricot from the tray, and parted its two halves, pulling the pit out and placing it on the tray. I stared down at the sweet flesh, the tender skin, and mustered up my courage to say what was on my mind.

      “What….” I stammered. “What is it…”

      Maksim watched me patiently, inquisitively. Not annoyed or angry. Not yet, anyway.

      But I didn’t want to annoy him. Never again, and certainly not now. In my awkward search for the right words, I let my eyes slide up and down his magnificent, enormous body. Every inch of it so different from mine. I’d had no notion of how sexy he really was under his clothes.

      “What’s it like?” I finally managed to blurt out.

      He eyed me over his wine. Lion-like now, dangerous and intense. “What’s what like, Princess?”

      I gnawed on my lip, waiting to see if he’d get my meaning. “You know.”

      He lifted his eyebrow and then flicked his chin at me. “Say it.”

      “I don’t know how to say it,” I whisper-gasped.

      “Say it,” he said, almost angry now.

      I focused on his left eye, then his right, and back again. Though I felt flustered and unsure, he was a fortress of confidence. No matter how awkward I felt about finding my words, I was going to be the one who had to fold first.

      So I held my gaze on his left eye, and said softly, “What will it be like when you’re inside me?”

      He inhaled hard, his pupils dilating. But he didn’t say a word. Instead, he stepped back, undid his belt and unbuttoned his pants, letting them fall to the ground with a clatter. His manhood was thick and stood tall, beckoning me to touch it. The jagged veins that ran the length of his cock throbbed and pulsed in front of me.

      But it was so intimidating.

      I had no idea how something with such girth and length would fit inside me. He took it in his right hand, stroking it in front of me. Showing me, teaching me. Though I had no experience with any other man, I knew somehow that he was extraordinary. A beast of a human being.

      “Can I touch you?” I asked him, finally lifting my eyes from his erection.

      “Of course,” he said, still stroking firmly and aggressively, from base to head, where he lingered for a moment with his thumb and forefinger, compressing the tip, before working his way back down the shaft. “I’m yours to explore.”

      I began with his pecs, running my fingertips down, caressing his nipples, then down, down, down his beautiful abdomen. With one hand, I got to know the weight and fullness of his balls, while with the other I gently traced those throbbing veins. As soon as my fingertips touched him there, he arched his head back and groaned. I was so close that I felt the groan run through my own body, and through his cock as well.

      He let go of his shaft and let me explore him more fully, keeping one hand nestled at the nape of my neck. It was gentle for now, but I knew that all it would take was one shift of his grip to hold me tight and make me gasp. I liked that for reasons I didn’t understand—standing there on that line between pleasure and pain.

      “You’re going to fucking obey me,” he said. “You will never deny me. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, but…” I shifted his balls back and forth in my hands, while I stroked his cock as he’d showed me. It was such a beautiful thing, and so unexpected. Such soft, tender skin on something so rock-solid and powerful. “What if I don’t obey you?”

      A minuscule narrowing of his eyes made my breath catch in my throat. He yanked me closer to him with his hand at the small of my back, forcing me to release my grip on his cock. Then he marched me backward and pressed me up against the long, luxurious curtains by the window.

      “I promise you this: It’ll be a lot worse than a spanked ass. A fig root can be used for pain as well as pleasure.”

      His tone was teasing, but only just this side of threatening. His intensity and focus made me shiver. There were sides to him that I had never even imagined but that were now mine to understand and navigate without making him angry. I was back on my tightrope again. Only now, the stakes were so much higher.

      “You terrify me,” I said softly.

      He liked that. A lot. “You should not be terrified of me. But you will respect me. You will know, as much as I will bring you pain, I will bring pleasure. I will punish for your benefit, not mine.”

      Slipping his hand down my ass, he gave my bottom a squeeze and then guided me over a few inches. The knotted tassel of one of the huge curtain cords pressed into my back. Crowding me up against the velvet drapes, he took my wrists in his hands and drew them up above me, then bound them together over my head. The bindings were tight. Very tight.

      “I’ll never hurt you beyond what you can endure,” he said, as he tied the knots and double-tied them. “Trust me to fucking know what’s good for you and I promise that I’ll always give you more pleasure than pain.”

      “Pleasure,” I gasped, as he traced a line down from my jaw to my cleavage and back again. “Like what you did to me in the cave?”

      Maksim nodded slowly. “That was just the start. You’ve got no fucking idea the places I’m going to take you, Anika.”

      And then he stepped back from me, looking me up and down, before seizing his dagger from the table next to him. He placed the point of the knife to my breastbone and looked me in the eye, while the candles danced around behind him.
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        * * *

      

      I was dizzy with fear and desire, lost in a web of confusion and excitement. Having a knife against my flesh should not make me this excited, I knew that. But I couldn’t help it. A rush of wetness spilled out from me and dampened my inner thighs.

      “Maksim,” I gasped, as the tip of the dagger pressed coldly into my flesh. I was so terrified and excited that my lips trembled. “Please.”

      Now he shifted the blade slightly, so that the flat edge pressed against my flesh. Looking down, holding as still as possible, I was mesmerized by the polished steel against my skin.

      “What are you doing?”

      Maksim’s jaw hardened and the pressure of the knife against me intensified.

      “I’m going to warn you for the last fucking time about questions, Anika.” He ground his molars together, making the muscles at his temples flex. “You either trust me to take care of you or you don’t.”

      “I do,” I gasped. And somehow I managed to suppress the But…that was so very close to sneaking out of my lips. But I’m so scared. But… but… but…

      In one powerful movement, Maksim plunged the dagger down toward my cleavage, drawing it toward himself at the same time, cutting my shirt free from my upper body with a slicing rip. As my breasts came free, I let out a big breath of relief.

      He laughed a little, reveling in my discomfort and pleasure.

      “Told you I won’t fucking hurt you.”

      Hurt me. Please, I thought to myself, as I tried to get my breath.

      Using the flat edge of the blade, he teased my nipples with the cold steel of his dagger. And then he moved down to my britches, slicing those free from me as well, leaving them in tatters and leaving me completely naked before him.

      He tossed his dagger aside and knelt before me, slipping two fingers between my folds as he watched me respond to his touch. It felt so good that my knees went weak and I found myself very grateful for the bindings keeping me upright. My skin felt tender from all he had done to me earlier, but its sensitivity only intensified the pleasure of his fingers on my clit again.

      “Looks like playing with my knife makes you soaking wet. Such a perfect girl you are for me.”

      I was powerless to answer with actual words, but somehow managed a long,

      “Mmm,” into the flesh of my shoulder as my eyelids fluttered shut.

      Still keeping his fingers against my pussy, he rose up before me, sliding his rough hand up my belly and breasts. A brutal pinch of my left nipple made me hiss and open my eyes. While rolling my nipple back and forth and doing the same with my clit, he kissed me hard and deep, exploring my mouth and rendering me completely helpless to his touch and expertise.

      Freeing my nipple from his grip, he slapped my breast once and then again. The pain made me whimper, but it also made me even wetter. I could hear my own slick wetness on his fingers as he worked on me between my legs. He licked a long line up my throat, pausing by my ear to nip my lobe, before continuing up my ear again.

      Pleasure, pain, pain, pleasure. Back and forth. Give and take.

      But I wanted more. I wanted so much more. I wanted everything and I wanted it now.

      “Take me, please,” I begged him, wriggling against my bindings, desperate to have him in my arms.

      “You think you’re ready for this?”

      I felt his cock pressing into my belly. He was massive. All that throbbing power, all that masculine strength. I had to be able to accept that, to open my body to all of it.

      “I don’t know,” I gasped. “But please, please let me try.”

      He growled at me a little, then knelt down to grab his knife. Rather than untie me, he cut me free, and hoisted me over his shoulder with a slap on my ass for good measure. He tossed me onto the bed with a feathery hush as I landed in the downy pillows and silky sheets. Kneeling on the edge of the bed, he straddled me, with his hard cock against my stomach and his balls nestled against my lower belly. I gazed up at him, taking in his spectacular, chiseled body. With quick, expert movements, he freed my wrists from their curtain rope binding, and bound one to the headboard.

      Then he grabbed a pillow, yanking off the case. Using his teeth, he ripped the pillowcase at its seam and then tore off a thin strip of fabric. He tossed the pillow and torn case aside, dangling the thin strip before me, tickling my nipples with the raw edge.

      “What do you think this is for?”

      A gag? A blindfold? Another binding? I couldn’t be sure. I shook my head and watched him, waiting for this answer.

      “This,” he said, now tickling my belly, my belly button, and the line of my pubic hair with the edge, “is how we seal ourselves together as I make you my wife.”

      Taking my free hand in his, he looped the fabric around both our wrists and then sealed us together with a knot. For a long moment I watched him, his eyes growing narrow and dark with desire.

      Squeezing my hand, he leaned in for a long, luxurious kiss, then licked a line down my throat, my collarbone and sucked on my nipples. I lay back against the pillows, parting my legs wide for him as he took his place between my thighs again. As he did in the cave, he pleasured me with his lips and tongue. I was nervous, worried about being able to give him what he desired, but the more he licked and sucked on me, the less and less anything else seemed to matter. Before long, I was back in that kaleidoscope of spinning pleasure, sobbing out his name as I came hard into his mouth, always clasping his hand in mine, bound together as we were.

      When I was panting and sweaty, he laid me down before him and straddled me, working his way up my body until he was straddling my shoulders, with his cock positioned at my lips. I was completely pinned and bound, able to do anything but lick his cock and kiss it as I gazed up at him.

      “Fuck yes,” he said, gyrating his hips to press his cock further into my mouth. “Kiss it. Lick it. Fucking take it.”

      I did just as he asked, sucking hard on his cock, using my tongue and lots of saliva.

      “You will worship that cock,” he growled, pushing deep into my mouth until I gagged. “You will fucking worship me. Show me you understand.”

      It was difficult to nod, to move at all, but I did so, and the movement of my head against him made his cock throb in my mouth. I worked my way around the head, finding a sensitive spot on the underside with the middle of my tongue. When I played with that spot, he shut his eyes and arched his neck back. In that moment, I understood so much. Even though I seemed powerless there below him, I had so much power over him even still.

      “Shit yes,” he said, flexing his rock-solid ass muscles to get deeper into my mouth.

      He hit the back of my throat and I gagged against the thick, broad head. The jerk of my body trying to push him out seemed to only intensify his pleasure. Again, I saw the true nature of my power. And I loved it. The more I relaxed, the deeper into my mouth and throat I could take him. But he responded to my body’s instinctive resistance. He responded to it all. And so did I.

      “Show me your fucking devotion, Anika. Adore that cock. Love that cock. It’s yours forever and fucking ever.”

      Just as I was getting comfortable there with him deep in my mouth, just as I was getting the hang of how to take care of him like he wanted me to do, he pulled himself out with a pop and repositioned his knees, dragging his hard cock down my breastbone and placing it between my breasts.

      Because I was on my back, they fell to each side, but he pressed them together with his thighs and rubbed himself against me that way. Gathering a mouthful of spit, he lubricated my breasts and compressed them so much that it almost hurt. Almost. But it also felt so, so good.

      Using his free hand, he hooked my jaw with his finger and pressed his thumb to my lips. I sucked it with the same intensity that I had sucked his cock.

      “I’m going to lay the rules out for you. Just this once,” he said. I gazed up at him, still with his thumb in my mouth. “I will take you however, whenever, and for however fucking long I want. Are we fucking clear on that?”

      I nodded, sucking his thumb as I watched him.

      “Say it.”

      “We’re clear,” I said around his thumb, and then went back to sucking.

      “If I want to fuck you as you sleep, I will. If I want to fuck you in public, I will. Your body is mine. Your cunt is mine. You,” he said, now seizing my cheeks, “are fucking mine.”

      “I’m yours,” I said, around his thumb. “Anything you want to do me, that’s your right.” I waited just a second before adding, “As my brother and my husband.”

      “Fuck,” he snarled. “I need to be inside you. Right fucking now.”

      He inhaled deeply, and then repositioned himself, now with his cock at my opening. My heart leapt into my throat as I realized this was the moment. It was about to happen. I squeezed his hand hard, but he didn’t look up at me. Not right away. His eyes were locked on his cock, which now rested at my opening. With a few flexes of his hips, he dragged the tip back and forth through my folds. Every time he touched my clit, I shuddered and tipped my hips, trying to get more of that feeling. I’d never be able to get enough of that feeling.

      He fisted himself, holding the head right at my opening.

      “Once I start, I won’t stop.”

      I nodded. “I know.”

      He nibbled his cheek, watching me. “You think you know. But you’ve got no idea. It’s gonna hurt. You know that.”

      “Yes,” I gasped. “I know that.”

      “But I won’t stop until the hurt is gone. Got it?”

      My toes curled and I nodded again. “Yes.”

      “You fucking ready?”

      I felt a tiny bit more pressure at my opening.

      “I think so,” I said softly, “But I’m scared.”

      “Don’t be scared,” he said, smiling now, making my heart melt. “I’ve got you. I love you. I will always take care of you.”

      A flood of warmth filled me as I gazed up at him. “I love you too. So much.”

      “Alright, beautiful. It’s fucking time.”

      Slowly, he pushed himself inside me. The pain was mind bending, and I winced. It hurt so badly, I almost couldn’t keep my eyes open.

      But just when the pain felt almost unbearable, the most mesmerizing wave of pleasure crossed Maksim’s face. I had never seen him look so content or so happy. Never, in all the time I had known him.

      He grunted and shook as he pounded my depths. Though my body felt like it was splitting in two, though I wanted to scream out in agony, I funneled all of my pain into surrendering myself to him. To this. To us. To this forbidden, sinful, wonderful thing we were doing together.

      Something gave way inside me, causing a searing, shooting pain to tear up through my pelvis and into my stomach, followed by the acrid smell of blood filling the air. I buried my face in his shoulder to suppress a cry, trying to embrace the pain rather than resist it.

      “I’ve got you,” he said, gruff and close against my ear. “I’ve fucking got you.”

      Reaching up above me, he unbound my wrist from the headboard, and we automatically embraced each other.

      “Oh my goodness,” I gasped. The pain was making the room spin, making me feel like I didn’t know which way was up. “Please don’t tell me it’ll always be like this.”

      “Fuck no,” he said, now pressing slowly into me. “It’ll feel good. Really fucking good. Just wait.”

      With careful, gentle movements of his pelvis, he seemed to soothe the pain I’d felt from the inside out.

      “Ohhhhhh,” I moaned, melting into the pleasure as the pain fell away. “Yes,” I whispered on an in breath as he penetrated me all the way again. “That….”

      “Fucking told you.”

      I could feel his smile rather than see it. But that was enough. That smile. That happiness. There was nothing I wouldn’t give to make him feel that forever.

      Very slowly, he slid in and out of me. The feeling changed as my virgin blood gave way to a new kind of thick wetness. I let my thighs fall open even more for him, drawing me knees toward the mattress as he took me deeper and deeper, faster and faster.

      With every flex of his hips, I felt my body moving toward that place of bliss again. It was different this way, from the inside out, but it was happening all the same. “Oh my god,” I said.

      “You are so fucking tight,” he growled. “This pussy. My stepsister’s fucking pussy. My wife’s fucking pussy.”

      Though I’d never been so close to anybody, skin to skin, breath to breath, I still needed him closer. I wanted to disappear into him, somehow, some way. I hooked my legs together around his hips and gasped as I felt the room begin to flicker again. He was taking me there, to that place he took me.

      “Maksim… I’m going to…”

      “Fuck! Give it to me. Right fucking now. Come on your brother’s cock. Come on your husband’s dick.”

      My mind swirled with this new reality, this sea change of life and future.

      Come for him, your brother. Husband. Lover. Enemy. Protector. Come for him, he who is everything at once.

      As I came, his face changed into one of even more intense pleasure. And just as I was tipping into the sea of bliss, he changed his rhythm, slamming into me with such strength that it took my breath away.

      “Take that fucking seed,” he said, grunting as he came with me. “Keep it. Own it. Give me a fucking baby, Anika.”

      Oh lord.

      “Come for me,” I said, as I was coming too.

      And together, we came. He roared in fury and I sobbed in pleasure as we disappeared into that place that would only ever be for us alone.
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      I took her two more times during the night. Sometimes I deep-dicked her rough, other times I went slow and gentle, memorizing every clench and throb of her soaking wet pussy.

      Every plunge into her was better than the last.

      I fucking knew I shouldn’t be so goddamned greedy. That virgin cut was going to be raw after my huge cock. But I couldn’t help myself. Got to break her in sometime, I thought, as I shot my load deep inside her cunt for the third time that night.

      Being inside her, watching her eyes turn glassy while she came, feeling her cum for me, that was power. I was fucking my sister and my wife, and nothing else mattered or ever would.

      Even as I fucked her, I knew there was no doubt she was the best and most dangerous thing in my universe. Being inside her obliterated every care I’d ever had about anything—about myself, about the kingdom, about life itself. Let the kingdom burn. Let our enemies sow the ground with salt. As long as I had her pussy, I didn’t give a fuck about anything else.

      All the dreams I’d had of fucking her didn’t compare to the real thing, not even close. Hearing her gasps, feeling her clench around my cock, it was heaven.

      Late into the night, when the candles burned low, I’d given her so much of myself that her seemingly endless supply of wetness began to run dry. So, I flipped her over and teased the bud of her anus. She gasped in surprise, looking back at me, fearful and unsure.

      It was fucking tempting. She was so pliable with desire and sleep; I knew I could’ve fucked her up the ass right then and there. But I wanted those wedding sheets as they were; and after all, the way I wanted to fuck her ass, I was going to need to make sure she was well prepared before I did. When I took her like that, it was going to be for real.

      But still I toyed with her ass, compressing the head of my dick against her anus, making it bloom and constrict.

      “What are you doing?” She asked, her voice gruff with sleep and hoarse from screaming my name as she came.

      Owning you. Taking you. Ruling you.

      I was one tip of my hips away from pressing into her—one stream of saliva away from ravaging all three of her openings in one night. My cock throbbed at the thought and I felt my balls filling up again. Fuck almighty, she was turning me into an animal. It was really goddamned tempting. But damn it, her anus was tiny. My cock was huge. She needed stretching out first.

      I teased her bud once more, because I couldn’t resist.

      “You’ve got plenty of holes for me to fuck. And you better believe that once I teach you how to handle me, I’m going to take them all. Again and again.”
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        * * *

      

      Once I’d pumped her full of all the seed in my balls, I pulled her against me in bed, spooning her from behind. Though I couldn’t see her face, I could tell by the slight change in her breathing that she was thinking about something.

      And it didn’t take long before she said, “Maksim. When you said you were going to take all my holes…”

      She was the purest, sweetest, most naïve little thing. I fucking loved ruining every bit of her, step by step. I rolled her onto her back slightly to get a look at her face. “All of them.”

      She searched my face. “I’m assuming we’re not talking about ears and nostrils here.”

      I traced the curve of her cheekbone. “I mean, you’ll look fucking gorgeous with your face splattered in my cum. But no. I meant your ass.”

      Again, there was that fearful, girlish trepidation.

      “But how… you’re so…” Her eyes widened. “And I’m so…”

      There was one gift I’d never had the nerve to give her, but fuck almighty how much I’d wanted her to have it. I dislodged my arm from underneath her and rolled out of bed. Opening a drawer in my dressing bureau, I picked it up. It was still wrapped in tissue, about an inch thick by two inches long. Smoothed and rounded, with a red glass jewel decorating the end. “Got you a toy. A long time ago.”

      I placed it in her palm, and she opened it up. “A toy?” Her face flushed. “But what is it?”

      Once again, I spooned her, pressing my half-hard dick against the backs of her thighs. “That goes up your ass. And I want you to wear it. Often.”

      Anika tried to look back at me, but I had her pinned. “Up my…?”

      Pulling her close, I smiled as I inhaled against her hair. “Yep. You’re going to need to prepare to take this.” I thrust my hips into her ass. “Right there.”

      She stared at it for a second, then closed her hand around it, making the tissue paper crinkle. I felt her cheeks pinch against mine in a smile. Against my shins, her toes curled.

      And then she whispered, “Yes, sir.”

      Fuck. Fuck.
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      I watched her sleep until the very first blue flame of dawn appeared on the eastern horizon. I wished I could have stayed there for the rest of my life, tangled up in the sheets with her. But the day was dawning on a new world. A changed world. A world in which I had, even in pursuing what we both wanted, gone against our family. There would be consequences. And I had to be fucking ready.

      With a heavy heart, I slipped my arm out from under her, got out of bed, and dressed as quietly as possible. I laced up my heaviest boots and placed two extra daggers in my sword belt, making sure to fasten my sword to my thigh so that it made no noise as I walked. Then I gathered her up gently in my arms, making sure to keep her wrapped in the bloodstained sheet that proved we were now man and wife.

      Keeping her head nestled against my arm, and her legs dangling over my forearm, I carried her, slowly but deliberately, out of the main entrance to my quarters and toward the main hall. The days of us being a secret were over and thank fuck for that.

      As I carried her up the main curved staircase,  I brushed her foot against the stone wall and she stirred with a sleepy whine, furrowing her brow, annoyed at the interruption to what must have been an exhausted, dreamless sleep. I stopped in my tracks, nestling my cheek against hers, assessing her breathing. Soon enough, it slowed into the rhythm that I had memorized while I watched her sleeping earlier, and I continued on my way.

      I knew what came next would be fucking difficult, for both of us, but it had to be done.

      Approaching one of the guards stationed nightly at her door, I signaled to him to unlock it for me so I could bring her inside. Once inside her chambers, I nestled her into her bed, so much smaller than mine, and so feminine with its lace and pale pink silks. I placed her on the mattress, then carefully and slowly removed the wedding sheet while I covered her with her own blanket.

      Again, she stirred, but only briefly, before nestling into her familiar surroundings and drifting back off to sleep. I placed a kiss to her forehead, inhaling hard to get one final draw of her sweet scent. It wasn’t enough, not nearly enough, but it would have to fucking tide me over.

      I stared down at her, memorizing her every curve, her every freckle. For just this moment, only the two of us knew what had happened between us and how things had changed. I savored that privacy, that secret; I cherished it, as I had for so long cherished the hours I’d spent watching her in secret. But soon, everything would change. The whole castle, the whole kingdom, would know she’d been taken and wedded in the old way.

      Carrying our wedding sheet with me, I moved into her dressing room. Taking a hunting knife I’d given her, which she always kept on her dressing table, I sliced the sheet down the middle, being careful as I sliced through the bloodstained fabric to keep half the stain on each piece. Then, I went to the window, slowly unbolted the latch and carefully opened it, taking my time so as not to let the hinges squeak. Once the window was open wide, I unfurled one half of the sheet, straightening it out, and pinning the edge between window and frame.

      I did the same out the door of her chambers, laying the sheet over the edge of the door frame, placing the bloodstain facing outward for passersby to see.

      I made my way to her drawing table finding there a parchment and quill.  Quickly, I wrote her a note.

      

      My love.  I must go secure our future. Do not be afraid, for I will return for you and our lives will begin.  Be good.  Obey the guards, I have entrusted you to them.  Believe in us as I do and all will be well.

      I’ve left my heart with you.  I will be back for it soon.  Trust in me.

      M.

      

      I placed the message under a pitcher of water on the table by the door, then glanced at the bed, savoring one last glimpse of her—my wife—before closing the door behind me.

      From there, I didn’t waste one fucking second. I took a shortcut through the old priest’s hole and emerged in the guards’ quarters, where I pounded on Aidan’s door. I trusted this job to nobody but him.

      There was no answer at first. So, I pounded again. “It’s me,” I growled.

      He opened the door before he was even really awake, blinking away the sleep and running his hand through his hair.

      “What the fuck time is it?” He peered at the narrow window at the end of the hall, then scratched his hair, still messy from being in bed. As he blinked himself into consciousness, he realized who was standing in front of him. “I mean, fuck. Sorry. Good morning, sir.”

      “Never mind that. How’s your sister?”

      He sniffed and rubbed his eyes. “She’s alright. Angry, mostly. Or maybe that’s just me.”

      “I get it, man, I really do.” I clapped him on the shoulder, letting him know that his problems weren’t just his own. “Listen, I need you to watch Anika. Keep your best men on her. All the time.” I tightened my grip. “And I mean it. All the time. Whatever you have to do to keep her safe and keep her here, do it.”

      He nodded. “Will do.”

      “No hunting, no bullshit. I mean it. No negotiations. Restrain her if needed. You’ve got my permission.”

      “Of course. But where the hell are you going at his hour?”

      Explaining it all to him would take way too fucking long. As soon as he saw the sheets, he’d get it. I had to secure our future and there was no time to waste. “Doesn’t matter. Just watch her. Like she’s your own. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Aiden nodded, pulled on his pants, and went down toward the rooms that belonged to the other guards to wake them just as I’d woken him. And I headed for the stables, mounted my horse, and then took off at full speed, into the sunrise.
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      A frantic, panicked knock at the door jolted me awake. With my heart racing, I shot straight up in bed, pawing the sheets around me to find Maksim.

      But my surprise at the knock was only compounded by my confusion as I opened my eyes. Maksim wasn’t beside me and I wasn’t even in his bedroom. Now, I was in my room. I was sore all over, naked, and completely alone. The knocking resumed, more frantic than before. I flung back the covers to go answer it, but stopped dead as I looked down at my body. Pinkish streaks were all over my inner thighs. My virgin blood and Maksim’s seed mixed up together.

      But where in the world was he?

      My bedroom door swung open and I scrambled for my quilt to cover myself. Maria rushed in and ran to me, wrapping her arms around me. Her skin was dewy and cool after her morning bath, and she smelled of lilacs. But her embrace was intense and concerned. She clutched at me in what felt like both relief and shock.

      “What happened?” She asked.

      So, so much had happened, but how in the world would she know about any of it? Then it dawned on me, as my sleepiness and confusion cleared—the last time she’d seen me was before I ran away. And now I was back. That had to be what she meant.

      “I…” I stammered, pulling back slightly from her embrace. “I needed some time. I’m so sorry if I worried you.”

      But when she looked me in the eye, I saw that wasn’t what she meant at all. “The whole castle is buzzing with whispers,” she said, searching my face for some sort of answer. “There are guards outside your bedroom. And outside your door and window, someone has put…” She trailed off, as if she couldn’t find the words. She was never lost for words, never. Now though, she absolutely was. Her cheeks reddened with a blush of embarrassment and she lowered her eyes.

      “Put what?”

      Her eyes darted around the room. “It’s…”

      “Maria,” I said, grabbing her by the shoulders. “Tell me.”

      She met my eyes, and blinked once, before saying, “Bloody bedsheets. The blood from your maidenhead. For everybody to see.”

      My heart plummeted and I felt like I was about to be sick. Last night, everything had seemed perfect. Everything had seemed possible.

      It was just Maksim and me; the rest of the world hadn’t mattered at all. But now, in this awful light of day, I was left with nothing but regret. What had I done? And how dare he leave me to face this on my own?

      Hot bile climbed up into my throat. All that talk about being married in the old way, I was sure was just between the two of us. Never, not once in my wildest moments, did I imagine that Maksim would actually dangle proof of what we had done out for all the world to see and judge.

      I was so ashamed, so mortified, that I ran naked to the door, stumbling into the table as I rushed passed hearing a clunk as I disrupted the items on the tabletop, then I heard water splattering onto the floor behind me along with the crash of crystal as the water pitcher met the stone on the floor.

      Ignoring the mess I’d made, I cracked the door barely an inch, and tried to yank the half sheet inside. But as I did, the door was drawn shut, nearly pinching my fingers.

      “I’m sorry, my lady,” said a strong, ferocious male voice from outside. “I’m under orders. This cannot be removed.”

      Orders. That meant one of two things—either the king had ordered that they be left there, or Maksim had. And it certainly wasn’t the king, since he was many miles and several kingdoms away. So that left one possibility. The worst of all. It was Maksim’s doing. He had done this. And he was holding me hostage inside my room, powerless to stop the world from knowing what we had done.

      I lurched forward, feeling sick again. My knees wobbled and the room spun. I pounded on the door with heel of my hand.

      “What do you mean?” I said, jiggling the knob, yanking at the door with all my strength to try to open it. “It’s my room. It’s my…” My what? I asked myself. My virginity, my sin, my… shame. “Please,” I begged. “You must let me take it.”

      “No, my lady. I cannot and I will not.” A scraping sound of steel against stone on the other side of the door told me that the guard had jammed his sword against the knob.

      I buried my face in my hands, willing myself to wake up from this nightmare. But the harder I tried to force myself into consciousness, the more real the situation became.

      Maria had said it was out both my window and my door. My chamber door was, in fact, the lesser of the two evils. These were my private quarters; the only people that would be passing were servants, which was awful in and of itself, but nothing compared with all of Estana being able to see the proof of my lost maidenhead.

      “Take it inside,” I said to her. “Maria, take the sheet in!”

      She nodded, quickly, and darted through to the window of my dressing room, throwing it open to the sound of laughter from below. Maria’s snarl shocked me; I’d never heard her angry before. “Shut up, you little bitches! Talking about your princess like that will get you hanged!”

      She grunted with effort as she tugged on the sheet, and in a daze I went to join her at the window. Down below, I saw—to my absolute horror—a small cluster of women gathered, laughing as they pointed up at my window and at me.

      “Aye, there she is!” One of them yelled. “Princess Impure herself!”

      Oh no, no, no, no. Pressing my hand to my lips, I sank to my knees, surrounded by the torn, stained, filthy sheet. Tears flooded into my eyes, making everything go blurry…all but the red stain. That was as clear as clear could be. The flame in an otherwise darkened room.

      My blood had been out there for all to see. I had no idea how long it had been hanging there, but it didn’t matter. The damage was done. The women were talking. My shameful ruin would be on everyone’s lips, if it wasn’t already.

      “Who did this?” Maria said, helping me up from the floor.

      The shame poured from me in wracking sobs. Maria pulled me close, trying desperately to comfort me. It was no use. This was a hurt that couldn’t be soothed. “Maksim,” I sobbed into her shoulder. “It was Maksim.”

      Maria stiffened. “That brute,” she growled. “He forced himself?”

      Even in my shame, I couldn’t bear the thought of her thinking such a thing. “No,” I gasped. “Of course not. No. He said that was how we would be married. He said this was the old way.”

      She said nothing in response, except for a surprised gasp. I pulled away from our embrace so I could get a look at her face, to read her expression. Much to my amazement, her eyes looked sultry and interested.

      “Oh really? That’s awfully…” She drew her eyes away from mine, searching for the words.

      Horrifying? Disgusting? “Embarrassing?” I offered, to complete her sentence, with a fresh wave of nausea.

      “I was going to say romantic, but is that even legitimate anymore? Is that even recognized as a real wedding these days?” Her tone was genuinely curious, not skeptical or judgmental.

      The fact that Maria seemed to approve of what had happened didn’t make me feel any better. As for myself, I had nothing but the harshest judgment for what I had done. I am nothing but a stupid, ignorant, gullible girl.

      How could I have allowed myself to think he had my best interests at heart? He had such control over me that I had trusted him utterly, completely. I had asked no questions; I had not stood up for myself or thought things through.

      I had merely obeyed. Complied. Been conned by his own animal, bestial, uncaring needs. He took what he wanted and he left. And now here I was.

      

      Wiping my tears away, I stared at my bedroom door, willing it to open. I’d cried into my pillow for long enough.  Maria sat beside me the whole time except when she went to the door, ordering the guard to have a maid bring tea and fruit.  When she arrived, she set the tray on the disrupted table and with Maria’s instruction took to cleaning the mess of water and debris from the tabletop and the floor.

      “Maria…”, the maid started. “There’s…”

      “Shhh.”  Maria snapped back. “Clean it up.  Can you not see the Princess is beside herself?  Just do as I asked and take your leave.”

      “Yes ma’am.” She answered as I pinched my eyes closed and tried to make the pain disappear.

      A short while later, the sound of the door opening and closing only reminded me of what I wanted so badly.

      I longed to hear strong footsteps to fill the hallway outside, and willing Maksim into my arms again. If only he were there, he could explain. He could protect me. But there was nothing. And no one. I was adrift at sea all by myself. I eased myself down onto the bed, shivering until Maria wrapped me in my robe.

      “Was there any sign of Maksim before you came to me?” I asked.

      Maria shook her head slowly as she fussed with my hair trying to soothe. “No. And I noticed this morning that his horse is gone, too.”
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        * * *

      

      One day drifted sickeningly into the next. Three days, four, five days passed. I was a prisoner in my own chambers for all that time. Maria was allowed to come and go to bring me food and whatever else I needed, but I was not free. I was caged and isolated, unable to defend myself. Shock went into sadness, then sadness into anger, until I had spent so many hours fuming as I walked back and forth across my quarters that I burned up all my anger, only to be left with sadness again.

      Late on the fifth day, the guards allowed me to leave my room although they followed me everywhere.

      I didn’t ask why. I didn’t care.

      All that mattered as I stepped out into the hallway was taking the proof of my sin back into my chambers. I folded it up and it joined the other sheet, in a laundry hamper that Maria knew better than to take just yet.

      Once I emerged from my prison, I heard snickers and laughter wherever I went, but was met with downcast eyes when I attempted to confront anyone. It was the most awful sort of penance; there were no arguments, there was no anger for me to meet with my own. Just silence and glances and shame. It was so uncomfortable that I couldn’t bear it, and isolated myself in my own chambers rather than facing it.

      Even my freedom was tainted now. There would be no freedom from that decision. No relief from this embarrassment and shame.

      Early on the sixth day, a message came from my mother and stepfather. The scroll was brought by a royal messenger. My mother had written it, in her too-practiced calligraphy that only made the pain of the words feel worse. Poison dressed up beautifully was poison all the same.

      The words swam before me as I tried to make sense of them. She called me a whore for allowing my virtue to be taken, and she called me a liar for claiming it was Maksim. She said Prince Galen’s people were disgusted but not surprised. They’d been warned I was willful and indeed I was. But they regretted that I had been so free with my body, giving myself away like some common tramp.

      And there at the bottom of the message, the last flame of hope died inside me. All of this pain and embarrassment would have been worth it if it freed me from marrying Prince Galen.

      But my mother said the marriage was still on.

      And that I would be subjected to a purity test, a public examination of my womanhood to prove I had been deflowered. After that, my dowry would be reduced. It was all agreed upon already, and there was nothing I could do to alter a thing.

      “Damaged goods sell for cheap, and don’t you dare cheapen yourself any further,” my mother wrote, before signing her name.

      In my hands, I had proof of what I had always known but tried to ignore. I was chattel; I was a commodity. Nothing more. The messenger waited for my reply, but I said there was none and off he went, leaving me with the vellum scroll crumpled in my furiously clenched fists.

      For a long moment, I stared into the torches that lit the hallway, letting the light make dark blotches in my vision. I felt stuck in place, glued to the spot. I didn’t want to leave my quarters but I couldn’t bear to stay, either.

      Gripping the vellum tight, I closed my eyes. The flame still danced behind my eyelids, and in some sort of dreamlike exhaustion, I was transported into the woods where I loved to hunt. I was no longer the sleek predator, powerful and capable. Now, I was the prey. The little animals, the confused deer, the ducks and pheasants and geese. The world was nothing but a landscape of confusion and uncertainty. But prey had an advantage.

      They could run.

      I looked around my chambers, then it dawned on me.

      The crock of lavender oil, a gift from Maksim so many months ago sat on my bedside table.

      Sucking in a deep breath of courage, I channeled those fearful creatures that I had for so long hunted and pursued, and I bolted from my chambers. The guards were lazy and seated, shocked as I came from the door crashing the crock of oil at their feet.

      At a run, I turned to see my plan worked.  They rose, slipping on the slick liquid and falling one at a time into the other as I blew down the corridor with Maria screaming my name.

      But I ignored her, hoping she’d understand and forgive me. I tore around the corner and made a break for a side corridor. I didn’t know where I was going or how I would get there. But I had to go. I had to be free. I had to run.

      I sprinted down another corridor and made a break for a door that I saw up ahead. Where it went, I had no clue, but there was light coming through the small inset window. Red light streaming in, the light of sunset. West.

      It was as good a goal as any, I thought, as I ran out the door. The cool evening air hit my cheeks and the fresh wind hit my nostrils. It was the first time I’d been outside in nearly a week and it was pure joy, pure hope.

      But before I even got off the stone path, I was airborne, my bare feet dangling. A huge forearm seizing me around the waist as I felt the metal of chain mail pressing into my skin. For one stupid, elated moment, I thought it might be Maksim. But it wasn’t. Of course it wasn’t.

      “Nice try,” said the guard.

      I fought him with all my might, but it was useless. He let me fight out my fury, holding me above the ground, waiting until I’d had enough of thrashing against the air. Finally, when I was tearful and hoarse, I gave up and was carried back to my chambers like a helpless, doomed lamb.
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        * * *

      

      Late the next day, Maria managed to convince the guards, well, more like bribed them with gold coins she’d borrowed from the Queen’s chamber, to allow us to walk on the grounds.  I also apologized and promised them I would not run again. We were supervised, of course.

      Six guards encircled us all the time, sometimes twenty yards away, sometimes closer. But always close enough to take me if I gave them a reason.

      Maria and I made our way through the camellia garden, and I forced myself not to think about that night when Maksim had led me down this very path. It wasn’t the same now anyway; the petals that littered the ground were no longer fresh and silky. Now, they were withered, brown around the edges, crisp after spending a week in the sun and elements. I stared at my feet as we walked and thought about how fitting that was. A week ago, everything was fresh and new and beautiful. Now, it was all withered and dead.

      We took a seat by the fountain at the far end of the camellias. I felt lucky that neither Maria nor I were nervous babblers. I had never been one for small talk, and the stress of the week had made me even less agreeable to keeping up appearances.

      “Uh oh,” Maria muttered, sighing heavily beside me while she trailed her finger through the water in the fountain.

      I glanced around and saw one of the court girls heading our way. Some of them were alright, though none were my friends. This one, though, was the most gleefully nasty of all. I always remembered her name—Vanya. Usually I wasn’t very good at remembering names, but hers I always remembered. Just like I always remembered the names of pretty but deadly poisonous mushrooms.

      “Hello,” she said, smiling and approaching the stone bench where we sat. “May I?” She didn’t wait for permission, but took the seat anyway.

      Maria crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes, scowling at the petals at our feet. She disliked Vanya just as much as I did, and she was even less skilled at hiding her feelings than me.

      “How are you?” Vanya asked me, placing her hand on my forearm. Her fingernails were nibbled down to the nubs, and I found myself eyeing one of her hangnails and hoping it hurt. A lot.

      “I’m just fine. How about you?” I replied, trying to keep the same edge of patronizing sweetness in my voice that she had.

      “Oh, I’m fine. But I hear there’s soon going to be another auction. I don’t look forward to hearing about those, I can tell you.”

      Here we go. Stupid Vanya thought she was being so clever, but I was way ahead of her. In the time since I’d come to this kingdom, I’d heard the rumors about the fleshmarket auctions. I wanted no part of this conversation. “What do you want, Vanya?”

      She pressed her hand to her chest in mock-surprise. “Whatever do you mean?”

      I glared at her, but she kept up the ruse, even pursing her over-colored lips.

      “Alright,” I said, rising to go, with Maria mimicking me. “Have a nice afternoon.”

      Vanya had the nerve to actually grab my arm, which I yanked away from her. And now her pretend innocence fell away, replaced with a reptilian anger.

      “They say your Prince Maksim is the one who organizes the auctions,” she hissed. “It’s him who buys up the juiciest young things.”

      “Shut your mouth.”

      She shook her head, defiant and horrible.

      Leaning in close, she waggled her finger in my face and said, “You should be ashamed of yourself. I can’t believe you have the guts to even show yourself in public. You’ve been plowed by a nasty man and that makes you nasty, too. Shame, shame, shame!”

      That word, shame, it set me off like a match to a barrel of oil. I was on top of her in an instant, pinching her pasty cheeks and pulling her hair. Dimly, I heard the guards roar, not in anger but in what sounded like encouragement. The way men did when spontaneous brawls broke out—that bloodthirsty joy of a good old-fashioned fight. A catfight, no less. The only thing that would make them happier would be if we were covered in oil.

      Vanya was heavier than me, but I was stronger and I made short work of yanking her off the bench and shoving her into the fountain. She splashed and spluttered, getting tangled in her petticoats and finery. I yanked up my own skirt and stepped into the water, drawing a roar of excitement from the gathered guards. I ignored them.

      “You bitch,” I said as I dunked her. “How dare you?” I watched her face turn red, then blue as I let her back up for air before submerging her again.

      The guards continued to egg me on, catcalling and whistling. But Maria knew me well enough to know that I didn’t pick fights for fun. I was mad as hell and angry enough to be dangerous.

      “Stop it!” She seized me from behind and tried to drag me away. “Anika! Stop it!”

      I spun around to face her with a splash, seething with anger at her for stopping me.

      “It doesn’t matter what I do now!” I screamed. “It’s all over for me anyway isn’t it? Isn’t it?”

      Tears sprang into Maria’s eyes, and it stopped me cold. She was looking at me like she didn’t know me at all. And I couldn’t bear it.

      “Please,” she said, through a sob, taking me by the hand. “Enough, Anika. Enough. Let her get some air.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I was still hot with anger as I lay alone in my bed. My blood was up and my fury was high and there was no way in the world I’d be able to sleep. I flung the covers back and went to stand before the fire, fuming as I watched the flames dance and sputter.

      Though that horrible Vanya had no right to speak out of turn as she did, it was becoming clearer and clearer to me that every horrible thing anyone had ever said about Maksim was more than likely true. He had abandoned me when I needed him most. He had taken advantage of me and humiliated me—his own sister. And so why was it such a stretch that he was involved in any manner of other loathsome things?

      I hated myself for even allowing him to touch me. I wanted to claw myself to pieces knowing that he had come inside me. From the hook above the mantel, I took the crossbow that he had left me. I hadn’t touched it, hadn’t even looked at it, since this nightmare began. I turned it over in my hands, considered its weight and beauty. Its perfection and balance.

      When I threw it into the fire, the flames turned blue as they ate through the linseed varnish, bright orange as they consumed the catgut string. For so long, it had seemed to me the most perfect thing in the world. But now I knew it wasn’t. It was nothing more than blood money, paid in advance.

      And oh, how I loved watching it burn.
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      The next morning, I woke up scheming.

      Drizzle pattered on my window and I lay in bed for a long time, thinking things through. I had new clarity on everything that had happened. I had to get away from the castle, from everyone. I could not, would not, would never marry Prince Galen.

      That life, being a wife to him, would be a fate worse than death for me. It was not just that I found him repellent and rude. He was violent and unkind even to women—girls—he barely knew. Poor Nicolette was living proof of that. Maria had been able to confirm all the gossip through her firsthand. He was brutal, ruthless and dangerous.

      And I would not spend my life by his side.

      My only option was to make a break for it and to take my chances on making a life for myself. What that would look like, I had no idea. But I was more capable than many court women. I could hunt, I could ride, I could even disappear in a crowd. Perhaps I could make a living as a thief? There was a world out there and it was wide open. I just had to find my way out of this one and into that.

      But this time, I would be strategic. I would be careful. I would not go in haste, like I did when Maksim found me in the cave. I would not bolt for safety like a scared rabbit, like I did two days before.

      If I couldn’t lose my guards, which I suspected I absolutely could not, then I had to find a different way to freedom. Sweet talking them wouldn’t work; I had no gift for it, and besides Maksim had obviously made it quite clear to them that I wasn’t to be allowed to leave. Kind words would get me nowhere.

      But I had to find a way. Now.

      Slipping my legs out from under the covers, I grabbed my robe from the hook on the wall and padded to the door. I peeked through the peep hole and saw the back of one of Maksim’s guards. His armored helmet almost completely obstructed my view.

      Pacing a small circle around my room, I considered my best course of action. I knew the guards on my door changed three times each day, at the same time which I knew by the position of the sun, moon and stars. That last shift, I guessed, was the most vulnerable. It was the longest and most inconvenient. Both things that I could use to my advantage.

      I placed my hand on the knob and steeled myself with a steadying breath, and then opened the door. The guard met me with an icy stare.

      I grimaced and placed my hand to my belly, down low, where I often got cramps before my time of the month. Fortunately, I wasn’t in any pain at the moment. But the guard couldn’t know that.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, making myself remember the bone-chilling pain of my worst cramps, “but I need to get to my mother’s chambers. I need medicine. Quickly.”

      The guard got that look on his face that men always do when “women’s issues” are mentioned. Half-scared, half-confused, entirely over his head.

      “Oh,” he said, clearly unsure where to put his eyes. He cleared his throat, putting one armored fist to his mouth.

      “Please,” I begged, doubling over. “Please.”

      He blew out a sigh and glanced around the empty corridor. “I’m under orders, Princess.”

      “I know,” I said, wincing and now adding a second hand to compress my belly, “but I’m in terrible pain. But perhaps you could go to my mother’s room to find me what I need. I’ll need several yards of thick cotton gauze for when my flow strengthens, and I’ll also need…”

      That did it. His eyes went wide like a stunned deer. “I’ll accompany you. But don’t you dare try to run.”

      “I couldn’t even if I wanted to,” I said, wincing again. Then I looped my arm over his and let him “help” me to my mother’s chambers.

      Once there, I got all that I had mentioned and more. I had enough cotton pads, buckwheat compresses, and clean towels to see to three women for three months. I placed it all into a basket that my mother kept in her dressing chambers. And then, when the guard turned his back in embarrassment, I grabbed what I was really after. A small blue glass bottle of valerian root tincture that my mother used for sleepless nights. I nestled it in the cotton gauze to hide it and rejoined the guard, who escorted me back to my room.
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        * * *

      

      At a little after nine o’clock that night, the guards had not appeared to watch my door. Maria and I kept checking the peep hole to be sure, but every minute that passed told us the plan had worked.

      “We did it,” I whispered, wrapping my arms around Maria.

      With the help of Nicolette, who was able to move through the kitchens without raising suspicion, Maria ensured the plan went off without a hitch. The guards assigned to my door that night enjoyed a special pot of lamb stew before their watch. Apparently, they’d said it was the best they’d ever tasted…before they passed out cold.

      There was no time to waste now. I rummaged through my things and found a set of boy britches and a tunic. Maria paced anxiously behind me and I watched her in my looking glass as I drew up my hair beneath my cap.

      I knew her well enough to almost know her thoughts before she had them. And I had thought this part through as well.

      “I’ll send word to you as soon as I can. But you can’t come with me. Not tonight. I can’t have you being punished for my actions,” I told her as I turned to face her. I’d planned it all out to protect her. “I had Nicolette bring some stew to your quarters as well. They’ll think I drugged you as well.”

      A look of relief mixed with anguish filled her eyes. I knew what went on in her life as much as she knew what went on in mine; she had fallen in love and deeply so. Maksim’s head guard, Aiden, had been courting her and he was, I guessed, simply working up the courage to ask her to marry him. He was big, protective, and so sweet on Maria that he could barely speak when he was near her. Now was not the time for her to leave. And I wouldn’t have put her in that position anyway.

      “When I’m settled,” I said, placing a hairpin to secure the rogue curls that always peeked out from the bottom of my cap. “Then I’ll send word for you. Maybe for you and Aiden both.”

      The very mention of his name made her cheeks bloom with a blush of desire and happiness. If I’d had any doubt about leaving her behind, I had none now.

      “I love you,” I told her, wrapping my arms around her and placing a kiss on her cheek, trying but not succeeding to suppress my sadness. “And I’ll miss you.”

      She clung to me like the sister I never had, before pulling away and wiping at her tears. “Here.” She gave me a small but heavy satchel. “It has everything you’ll need.”

      Wiping my own tears away, I hoisted the bag onto my back. And then, after one last peck on Maria’s cheek, I slipped out of my unguarded bedroom door and hurried to make my escape.
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        * * *

      

      My plan had been to exit over the wall of the courtyard, and from there into the old wood, but as I neared the wall I heard the unmistakable sound of boots pacing on the gravel on the other side. I crouched low beside a cluster of giant hostas, listening. From the voices and footsteps, I could tell there were multiple guards. Looking up at the wall, I knew that going up would be no problem, but once I was on top of the wall, I would be completely exposed.

      The risk was too great. If I got caught again, I knew it would be for the last time; my parents would be back soon and would have no problem putting me in the dungeon, I was sure of it.

      So, I doubled back across the dark courtyard, and headed for a side door that led into the kitchens. From there, I could get out through the fields that abutted the north wall. The corn would be high at this time of year and I could use it for cover. But first, I thought to myself as I hustled from shadow to shadow, I had to get out of the castle itself.

      I climbed through a window into the supply pantry, dropping into a crouch to listen. The servants had long since finished their dinner, and I didn’t even hear the sound of dishes being washed. I was as sure as I could be that the way would be clear. I had only been down here a handful of times, but I knew my way.

      There was a door, opposite the big cooking fire, that led straight out into the kitchen gardens, and from there into the open fields. I could almost feel the stalks of corn parting for me as I ran. I was so close, so close. All I had to do was make it out. And so, with my heart thumping in my chest, I chanced it and emerged into one of the hallways that led down toward the main kitchen space.

      There was nobody to be seen. A few hanging lanterns lighted my way and I walked quickly toward the far end of the hallway. The sound of a voice somewhere made me jump; a conversation, not close but still somewhere in the warren of hallways and rooms that made up the working quarters of the castle.

      A pile of full potato sacks caught my eye and I seized a large one, hoisting it over my shoulder as I’d seen delivery men do hundreds of times. The potatoes smelled earthy and the burlap scratched the skin on the side of my neck as I carried the sack along. But if anybody saw me, they might just think I was a servant boy who’d been told to shift them.

      Hopefully.

      A handful of steps and I was there, in the main cooking area. The door was at the far end of the room. Just a few more yards and I’d be gone.

      But as I stepped through the doorway, I saw a man seated at the massive pine table. A big man, with blurry old tattoos running the length of his huge forearms. An empty growler of ale sat in front of him, with a grubby glass, foggy with dirty fingerprints. By the low light of the fire, I saw his fingernails were nearly black.

      I knew at a glance that he was trouble—one of the men from the coal mines who delivered the coal in the dark of the night. Almost all of them were convicts, assigned to hard labor.

      I was so surprised to see him that I stopped and let out a gasp. A very feminine, very fearful gasp.

      Oh no.

      The sound of my very un-boyish voice jolted him out of his stupor and he rose, thrusting back his chair and stumbling toward me. His heavy, pronounced brow line made it difficult to see his eyes in the low light. But his body told me all I needed to know. I’d blown my cover. And I was in big trouble.

      He stepped toward me. Even from a yard away, I could tell that the growler of ale wasn’t all he’d had to drink that night. The sharp smell of corn liquor wafted from him, stinging my nose and eyes.

      With one swipe of his hand, he pulled off my cap and my hair came tumbling down. I could see instantly that he recognized not just my gender but my identity. “It’s you,” he said slowly, his liquor-thickened tongue slurring his words. “Princess Pussy herself.”

      Shit, shit, shit. I backed up slowly, and as I did I tried to reach for my dagger, but he seized me by the wrist and thrust me up against the mantel. I felt the heat of the low-burning fire against my backside as he forced himself up against me.

      “Do you know who I am, Princess Pussy?” He growled as he felt me up. As if his smell wasn’t bad enough, now his filthy hands were all over me. I shuddered with a wave of nausea.

      “Please… Just…please… I don’t want any trouble.”

      “Trouble’s exactly what you want. Whore to the prince, stepdaughter to that usurper, our king?”

      He leaned into me, licking a long line up my throat before grabbing me hard and tearing at my clothes. I shoved him away, but I was powerless. He had me up against the fire, and he was far too big and strong for me to fight off by myself. He ripped my tunic from my body.

      For one brief moment he seemed stunned, taking in my breasts, and I took the chance to desperately claw at his eyes. But he shoved me hard up against the mantel once again. It was made of field stone, ruthless and unforgiving. The room spun around me and a searing pain echoed through my skull.

      “It’s fucking time that I take what’s mine,” he slurred, attempting to yank my britches off of me. “I’m the son of a king, too. The real king. That makes me just as good as your Prince Maksim. Just as deserving of this cunt you’re handing out to all comers. But you wouldn’t know that, would you? Because you fucking people don’t care about anybody but yourselves.”

      I didn’t know what he was talking about and I didn’t care.

      “Please,” I begged, trying to defend myself however, and wherever, I could. I kicked him, my heel causing sparks to fly from the embers behind me.

      I blindly searched the mantel for something to defend myself. A vase shattered on the ground and I heard the thump-thump-thump of some sort of fruit or vegetable rolling off the mantel piece. Then my hand found something heavy. Glancing to the side as he undid his pants, I saw it was a meat mallet. Hardly a deadly weapon but it was something. I struck him hard on the side of the head with the squared end, but it only served to anger him more.

      “You fucking cunt,” he snarled, seizing me so hard by the throat that I was certain I was going to pass out.

      From my left, I heard a shatter of glass, and there, through the window, emerged none other than Maksim himself. He seized the man from behind, and drove his face hard into the mantelpiece, then tangled his fingers into the man’s hair, pulled him back and thrust him again into the stones.

      I cringed and turned away at the sound of crushing teeth, then jaw, then skull itself. Splatters of blood landed on my skin. I was too horrified and shocked to open my eyes.

      “You motherfucker!” Maksim roared, slamming the man’s face into the fireplace. I heard a gurgling, final breath as he slumped heavily into the fire, and the smell of burning flesh filled the air.
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      I wiped the blood off my hands and dragged the corpse out away from the fire grate. I felt no guilt about killing Anika’s attacker, or about watching the light go out of his eyes. I’d do it a thousand fucking times to protect her, if that’s what it took.

      But it had rattled Anika badly. She glanced, horrified and terrified, from the body to me and then back again. I had lived long and hard enough to understand the necessity of fatal violence. But she hadn’t. Not even fucking close.

      “Anika, I had to do it. You know I had to do it.”

      She backed away from me, brandishing a meat mallet like some sort of weapon.

      “Don’t you come near me!” Her voice quivered, eyes damp and wide. “Don’t you dare, you monster.”

      Monster. What in the ever-loving fuck? I stared her down, trying to understand what she was thinking. In her eyes, there was no welcome home. No joy at seeing me. No relief or love. Just utter fucking terror and betrayal.

      I grabbed for the mallet but she was quicker than I was now that the danger had passed and my blood wasn’t up. I’d been riding hard for days; I was mentally and physically exhausted. For once, she might just have the jump on me. What a fucking time to lose my goddamned advantage.

      “I had to go,” I said, stepping slowly toward her, keeping my movements calm and collected so I didn’t spook her more than she already was.

      She backed away from me. And then, once she’d put more than an arm’s length between us, she looked me in the eye. “So do I.”

      And with that, she fucking bolted for the door.

      As she ran, she thrust the big pine table toward me to block my escape. I planted my hand on the edge and jumped over it, huffing with the effort, but she was already ahead of me. I chased her out into the kitchen gardens, following the sound of her sprinting footsteps to the iron gate that led out into the open fields.

      The hinges creaked and she slammed it back behind her to try to block my exit, but I met the iron with my shoulder, grunting as I followed close behind her. For one second, she hesitated, deciding which way to go. That was all the luck I needed. I scooped her up in both arms.

      But she was in the mood for a fight, and she gave me a hell of a run for my money. Kicking, biting, elbowing me hard in the gut and chest. I narrowly dodged one of her head butts. All the time, I held her as an embrace rather than a restraint, doing my best to meet her fury with love. It wasn’t in my nature to act that way, not usually, but with her it was fucking different. Always.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I told her as she writhed against my body. “I’ll never fucking hurt you.”

      Her physical fury lessened, giving way to a painful, heaving sob. She went limp in my arms as she sobbed even harder, fucking awful body-shaking gasps that broke my goddamned heart.

      “But you did! You did. You left. You abandoned me. Right when I needed you most.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” I said, turning her around in my arms, still holding her close. She didn’t resist my embrace this way, thank god. The pain over her pushing me away from her then would’ve broken me in two. But still she cried and her body heaved with painful sobs. “Talk to me. Tell me what happened.”

      “You happened,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion. “You hung those sheets. I became the laughing stock of the kingdom. And you weren’t even there to help me.”

      With the words, she melted into a whole new wave of grief. Shame. Indignity.

      This fucking world. Nothing was sacred, nothing was left to be cherished. What I had done, I had done in love and devotion. But as per goddamned usual, everything good can be weaponized. Just like her virginity had been, it seemed. “That was not what I wanted,” I told her, drawing my face back slightly from hers, trying to get a look into her eyes. Her hair was damp with tears, and it took me a few tries to get a lock off of her cheek.

      “And then,” she said, shoving my chest, “I find out you are the one that runs those awful auctions?”

      Jesus Christ, no wonder she was so fucking angry and upset. “I left you a note my love and fuck if I run those auctions?  Who fed you that shit?”

      “There was no note! And your father is a pervert, everyone knows, and, it seems, the apple is still hanging on that disgusting, sinful tree.”

      She’d backed me into a corner and now I had so much to explain that I didn’t even know where to begin. My mind was upside down with delirious exhaustion. I wasn’t even sure I could string together a sentence, and here she was asking me to explain everything.

      “Listen,” I said, pressing my forehead against hers. “I promise that none of this.” I held her close and repeated, “None of this is as it seems. But I will explain everything to you. Alright? I just need some time to clear my mind. To rest. Did you not read my note?”

      She wasn’t hearing me. “That quote-unquote wedding we had wasn’t even legal, Maksim. So, I’m not yours, and you’re not mine. I don’t want to see your face ever again. I want to forget all of this ever happened. And, no, there was no note.  Don’t try to pretend you did the right thing somehow. You’re just playing with me and I’m done with the game.”

      My exhaustion cleared like a fucking lightning bolt. “Don’t you ever say that again,” I said, walking her backward up against the garden wall. “And I did leave a note.  I will never lie to you.  I left it on the table by the water pitcher, knowing you or Maria would see it there when you woke.”

      She sniffled hard, watching me. Interested, curious. But still scared as fuck. As well she goddamned should be.

      “I believe in one thing in this shit-ass world—you. I’m not about to lose you. You’re mine and I’m yours, whether you fucking like it or not. You’re my wife. Period.”

      Her eyes were hard as steel in the moonlight. Worse than that, she looked afraid of me. Terrified and full of regret and shame. She shook her head, blinking rapidly and drawing her body away from mine, resisting my embrace.

      “You used me, Maksim. And I will never forgive you. You aren’t my brother. You aren’t my husband. You’re nothing to me.”

      Her words hit me like a battering ram in the gut. Once, she had been nothing but sweetness and light. But now she was full of venom and hate. And it was all my fault. I fell to my knees in front of her, flattened with the guilt and grief I felt inside.

      “Maybe that’s true,” I said, my voice thick with tears, “But you are everything to me. You always have been. You always will be. You are and you will always be the only one for me. Since the moment I saw you, I’ve been saving myself for you. And I knew that it might never happen. But I didn’t fucking care. Because I am yours, Anika. Your husband, your brother, yours. No matter how you feel about me.”

      “Then why?” She cried. “Why, Maksim? Why didn’t you just wake me, tell me you were going to leave me like that, to face all that shame, all that laughter. Why?”

      “Because I didn’t know if my plan would work. I don’t know why you didn’t see my note, although it did not explain. I’m sorry. I had to be sure. Don’t you see? I couldn’t get your hopes up, Anika, when the chances of success were so slim.”

      “But where did you go? Why did you have to leave?”

      “For us, Anika. I had to leave for us. All will be clear, I promise, but not right now. This has to be my secret, for a little longer. I’m waiting for a messenger, and if he brings the news I’m expecting, this whole thing will be blown apart. Just trust me.”

      For a long time, she said nothing. I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her into me, letting my tears spill into the soft warmth of her hips and thighs. I couldn’t remember the last time I cried, if I ever had. But if ever there was a moment to show my true self, this was it. Everything was on the line. My heart, my future, my reason for living.

      I felt her inhale deeply and then she exhaled, slowly, carefully, blowing out a breath that told me her lips were trembling. And finally, she wrapped her arms around me, running her fingertips through my hair.

      Thank the fucking lord, I thought, as I wiped my cheeks on her torn tunic. I looked up at her and found her eyes waiting for me, soft and welcoming. But still in need of some serious explanations.

      “I need to sleep. And I need you with me,” I said. “I promise that once I’ve got my head back on straight, I’ll explain it all. Everything.”

      She moved to pull away from me, shaking her head furiously. “There’s no way I’m going back in there, Maksim. I am not going back to that life. I risked my own skin to get this far. I’m not turning back now.”

      I rubbed my face, inhaling against my palms. I loved the fuck out of her but goddamn it she could frustrate me like nothing else. “Anika,” I said, face to my hands. “Seriously.”

      “No! No way.”

      Her tone was playful now. That spoiled, wonderful bratty playfulness that I loved so fucking much. Or usually did, anyway. Right now, I was just so goddamned tired, I didn’t know what I loved and what I hated.

      “I’ve been riding to get back to you for twenty-four hours, straight,” I said, positioning my chin on her belly and gazing up at her. She looked so beautiful with the stars behind her, with the fireflies around us. So beautiful that I completely forgot what I’d planned to say next.

      She hadn’t forgotten, though. “And?” She actually put her hand on her hip. “And?”

      “Anika,” I growled, in a warning this time.

      “Oh no, no, no,” she sassed. “Don’t you Anika me.”

      “Fuck it,” I said, standing up and hoisting her over my shoulder. “Enough talk. We’re going inside.”

      She fought me with such fury that I couldn’t help myself from giving her a few firm swats on that fantastic ass of hers. She beat my back as I carried her along. I let her squirm it out.

      “Makes shit for difference to me if you want to use up all that energy on a fight you’re not going to win.”

      Carrying her back through the kitchens, I avoided the place where I’d killed her attacker and instead went through the guard’s dining room. There, sprawled out like over-fed bears, were two of my best men, with cold plates of food in front of them. Both of them snoring.

      “That your handwork?” I asked as I carried her up a side passageway that led directly to her rooms.

      “Pfft. No,” she said, in a way that said yes.

      “So, we can add a little light drugging to your list of skills?”

      “Only because you left me!”

      “You little brat.”

      She growled and added some half-hearted punches against my lower back. “I hate you!” I could hear the smile in her voice now, buried under some anger. It was enough for me for the time being. Forgiveness would take time, and as long as I had her in my arms, I felt like I was on my way there.
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        * * *

      

      Once inside her bedroom, I blocked her door with a huge oak table that weighed twice as much as she did. It was a shitty substitute for my best guards, but it would do the job for now. I was too tired to think of anything better.

      She stood there with her arms crossed, petulant and snotty. Staring her right in the eye, I stripped out of my filthy clothes until I was naked in front of her. Tired as I was, I was still hard for her. That would never change.

      She looked at my cock, crossing her arms tighter. “If you think I’m going to have sex with you, you can think again.”

      Christ. I mean, hell yes, I wanted to be inside her. Of fucking course I did. But two things stopped me. First, I needed her to know that this thing between us was about way more than just sex. And second, I was fucking wrecked.

      “I can barely keep my damned eyes open,” I told her, as I climbed into her frilly, soft princess bed. I scooted to the far side and held the covers up, waiting for her to join me.

      She didn’t. She just stood there, watching. Deciding. With those sexy pursed lips.

      Dropping the covers, I forced myself to look away. The way she was holding her arms made her cleavage spill over her forearm and I knew if I got too damned turned on, I’d never be able to stop myself from taking her. Funneling my pent-up desire, I punched her pillow and stuffed it under my head.

      “Fine. Do whatever you want,” I told her, yawning as I closed my eyes.

      Maybe ten seconds passed, maybe twenty. But just as I was drifting off to sleep, I heard the sweet sound of her kicking off her boots before climbing into bed beside me. She blew out the candle and then, once we were in darkness, I pulled her close, cradling her body against mine. She was still dressed, but I’d take it. I had her in my arms again. That was all that fucking mattered.
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Anika

        

      

    

    
      There I was, in the arms of my naked brother, so wound up with emotions that I could barely close my eyes to blink, never mind sleep. I had so many questions that still needed to be answered. Where did he go? What in the world had he been doing? Why didn’t he take me with him?

      The only reason I softened was there could have been a note.  I would have missed it in my haste to get to the door, knocking the water pitcher over, the maid cleaning it up…all very plausible but I was still so mad I couldn’t admit to Maksim yet that I believed him about the note.

      And what about the fleshmarket auctions? Is that what he had been doing? Buying up young girls to use for himself? Was that part still true?

      I slid my eyes over his body in the bluish moonlight that peeked through my window. Here he was, finally, back with me, but he was so tired that he couldn’t answer even a single question?

      The sheet was barely wrapped around him, and my eyes got stuck on his muscular, marble-like butt and hips. And those V-shaped muscles that ran down to his groin, pointing right to his…

      Stop it. I clamped my eyes shut. Until I knew otherwise, he was still a monster. Until he explained himself, I still hated him. So much.

      But then, there was all he had said in the garden. Those tears, those words. It had taken my breath away in the moment and pinched my heart now. Finally, after all this time, he had opened up to me. To tell me he loved me. And would never, ever leave me. Like it or not.

      Hate and love, Maria said. Those near enemies that are so close they can merge into one. Like night becoming day. It seemed I was well and truly in the dusk between hating him and loving him.

      He shifted beside me, making my hand fall gently on the pillow between us. I rolled over slightly, just a shift of my hips to get a better look at him. He was so beautiful. So perfect in every way. Without even planning to, I gently caressed the side of his cheek, softly running my fingertips over the stubble that was longer and darker now than I had ever seen it. He looked more handsome, more rugged, and more irresistible than ever.

      He grumbled when I touched him, drawing his face away slightly. But now that I’d felt his skin, I was hopelessly entangled in the need to be closer to him. With only my fingertip, I traced a line down his shoulder, his upper arm, and up his thick and veined forearm.

      “Anika,” he growled against the pillow which was smashed against his cheek. “Seriously. Let me rest.”

      “I can’t,” I said softly, now exploring the muscles on the sides of his abdomen. I dragged my finger back up his abs to his chest, and then pushed him onto his back with the flat of my hand. As I rolled him onto his back, I said, “I can’t stay away from you. I can’t help myself.”

      Still he grumbled, but I had to take a chance. It was either spend a sleepless night beside him or take him for myself. And show him that I too had power here, that I too could be in control.

      I straddled him in the dark, continuing to explore his body. His pecs, his nipples, that hollow at the bottom of his muscular throat. The scars that lined his body, so many mysteries untold. I let my hair fall over my shoulder, tickling his skin with it as I explored him. Somehow, I could feel him softening, warming up to me. Relenting.

      Finally, his tired eyes opened and met mine. They were dark with heat and greed.

      He reached up to pull me down to him for a kiss, but I resisted. I liked it here, above him, over him. He was so much bigger than me and so much more powerful, I knew this control I felt was only temporary. He was a like a wounded lion, down for only a moment. I had to seize my chance. “Where were you?” I asked him. “Why did you leave me?”

      Maksim nudged my hand with his cheek, placing a kiss to my palm. “I’m sorry I did that,” he said, with his lips still close to my flesh.

      “Tell me,” I said. “If I’m your wife, I deserve to know. Who is the messenger you’re waiting for?”

      As I said that word, that magic word wife, I felt his cock harden between my legs. We still had the sheets and my britches between us, and I took advantage of that too, grinding my pelvis against him, making him groan.

      He gazed up at me as he rolled his hips into mine, in tandem with my movements. “I was making sure you have everything you deserve.” He moved to take hold of my hips, but I seized his thick wrists and pinned his hands against the bed. If he’d wanted to resist, he could have. But he didn’t. Not yet.

      I slid my palms against his so that we could entwine our fingers. He let me grip his hands first, then followed my lead. It was then I understood that he wasn’t just letting me control him. He was showing me, without a word, how to be controlled.

      “What life can we have?” I asked him, grinding my pubic bone into him. “Everything depends on them. On your father and my mother.”

      Maksim shook his head. “Not everything. I’ve got plenty of my own money. And it’s got fuck all to do with our parents. I’ve spent years planning how to separate myself from those two fucking vipers. But I wasn’t going anywhere without you by my side. That’s the news I’m waiting for.”

      My heart sank as I made the connection—if he had some secret stash of wealth, perhaps it was true after all. “So, the fleshmarket auctions…” The logistics of it all were too disgusting for me to even fathom, but I could only imagine. Some sort of depraved horse-trading. Some sort of secret black market of sins and secrets. “Is it true? Do you have something to do with them?”

      Now he gripped my hands hard in return, looked me in the eye, and said, “It’s true, yeah.”

      Horrified, I tried to pull away, but in one powerful movement, he flipped me onto my back and pinned me to the mattress beneath him. I struggled against him, but he was so much bigger than I was that I was powerless. It didn’t stop me trying though. But my writhing was testing his patience, and he narrowed his eyes.

      “Hands on the headboard,” he said, placing them just where he wanted them. “And don’t you fucking move them.”

      I didn’t do as he asked and I didn’t relent. “What do you do with them?” I asked.

      When he realized I wasn’t moving my hands, he seized my wrists and slammed them against the headboard, making me wince with pain. With the other hand, he unbuttoned my britches and slid two fingers down between my legs. When his fingers touched my clit, I couldn’t help but moan. It felt so good for him to touch me again. Upset as I had been, I still wanted him. Desperately.

      He growled as he found my wetness, then drew his finger up to his mouth and licked it clean. “Fuck, I missed your taste.”

      He wasn’t going to get away from my questions that easily. I pinched my legs together hard, as hard as I could, until I felt a burn in my thighs and calves. “Tell me.”

      Maksim shook his head. “I don’t talk about this with anybody. It’s way fucking better if you don’t know.”

      While his desire to protect me was so very sexy, this was about much more than that. “You’re my husband,” I said. “And I need you to trust me.”

      For a long moment, we faced off in the moonlight. I didn’t back down; I wanted to know, I needed to know. But I made sure to meet his eyes with kindness and patience, to let him know that whatever secret he was holding, it was safe with me. Finally, he said under his breath, “I look after them. Find them homes. Make sure they grow up being loved and cared for.”

      Surprised though I was, it instantly made sense. After all, he’d been looking after me all this time without my knowing it. “All of them?”

      Now he slid two fingers over my clit, rolling it back and forth between them. My back arched up behind me and I pressed my cheek into the pillow.

      He sighed. “Not all of them. I help those I can. Most of them are girls. I’ve got a guy who helps me. We help them get whatever they want as they grow up. Educations, marriages. Whatever.” As he spoke, he continued to draw my pleasure from me, making me writhe beneath him.

      My toes curled so hard that it made my arches cramp, which only intensified the pleasure. Even though I still had so many questions, I couldn’t find the words. All I knew was what I was feeling. And what I was feeling was bliss. I couldn’t resist giving in to him—my body wouldn’t let me—and I felt myself tipping over the edge into orgasm. “Don’t stop,” I whispered. “I’m…”

      “Come for me, right now,” he said, soft and sweet with a hint of fury. And I did, at his command.

      As I came back to myself, as my dizzy pleasure cleared, I gazed up at him again. All this time, me and everybody else thought he was a monster, as bad as his father or worse. And yet, deep down, part of me had never believed it. My heart had never truly believed it, even before I had him in my arms. “But why doesn’t anybody know?”

      “Because my father is a piece of shit who thinks kindness is weakness. So, I’ve had to learn to protect people from afar. Without their knowing. How do you think this happened?” He raised his hand, with the missing finger.

      “I’ve never had the courage to ask.”

      “You can ask me anything. Fucking anything.”

      “So then tell me.”

      He glanced at his hand, inhaling deeply. Thinking, remembering. “I was young. Ten, almost eleven. There was this kid, a total bully. And he kept bothering this poor crippled little boy. He went after him with a knife. But I got in between them.” He wiggled his fingers a little, smiling, reveling in the memory.

      “Did you win?”

      Now he narrowed his eyes. “You think I’ve ever lost a fight, Princess?”

      I hesitated, letting the implications of that sink in. “What happened to the bully?”

      Maksim nibbled his lip, studying me.

      “Let’s just say they don’t call him One Eyed Owen for no reason.”

      I gasped, stifling a laugh but unable to stop myself from smiling. This side of him, this secret hero side, was quickly becoming my favorite side of all.

      “Yeah. Didn’t kill him, though. Even though I could have. But anyway, I’ve spent my whole damned life looking after people in secret.”

      “Like with me.”

      “Exactly,” he said, glancing away, now even smiling a little. “But I feel a little different about you than I do about poor orphan kids and crippled children.”

      “Do you?” I teased.

      He nodded.

      “So, show me. With your mouth,” I whispered. “Please.”

      He unstraddled me and drew my legs to the edge of the bed, where he parted my thighs and placed his mouth on me. Moaning into my pussy, he sounded like a hungry man, starving for so long, who finally found what he needed to bring him back to life.

      Though I desperately wanted to touch him, to caress his cheeks, to hold him close, I knew better. He’d told me to leave my hands, and I left them. And there, on my back, staring up at the lacy canopy of my bed, he took me to another room-spinning orgasm.

      Once I was panting and spent, he drew me up to standing, guiding me in front of him with firm hands on my hips. He sat down on the edge of the bed and then placed a gentle but guiding hand on my shoulder.

      Taking his cock in my hands, I knelt before him, gazing up at him. He placed his hand on the back of my head, pushing me down to take him in my mouth. I felt vulnerable, out of my depth, but I let his moans and breathing guide me as I explored his cock. I kept him in the front of my mouth for a while, but then felt that pressure on the back of my head again and took him deeper and deeper.

      Each time I took his length fully into my throat, he let out a bestial groan of pleasure that made it that much easier for me to suppress my gag reflex. As I came up, I sucked in a deep breath and then deep-throated him more than I had before. And I stayed there, with eyes watering, and my tongue massaging his head deep in the back of my throat.

      “Fuck.” He dug his hand into my hair, keeping me down one second longer, before releasing me for a gulp of air.

      I was ready to do it again, my body thrumming with the power of giving him such pleasure, but he pulled me off of him. With a come here flick of his fingers, he scooted back on the mattress on his back.

      “Ride me.”

      “I don’t know how,” I said, in disbelief that I was ever able to take all of that inside of me.

      “Fucking figure it out,” he said, all cocky and sexy and delicious.

      Tentatively at first, I knee-walked up his body on the mattress. When I was above his cock, I waited for him to position himself at my opening. But he didn’t. Instead he tucked his hands behind his head, gave me a saucy stare, and waited.

      I can do this. I know I can.

      Holding myself up above him, I reached between my legs, taking his cock in my right hand. Then I positioned his head at what I was certain was my opening, and began to lower myself down. I expected him to slide inside me, but I wasn’t in quite the right place. I felt his cock bend slightly beneath me and he hissed.

      “Careful now, Princess. You own that cock. Don’t fucking break it.”

      Oops. Another try. This time I lubricated his tip with my wetness and wiggled my hips side to side when I thought I had him in the right place. I felt my opening part for him, that tell-tale pressure of penetration. He grunted to tell me I had it right, and then I slowly eased myself down onto him.

      I felt the burn in my thighs as I took all of him, slowly, slowly, slowly inching myself down to take his length into me as deep as it would go. Once I lowered all of my weight onto him, or at least most of him—he was too big to fit completely inside me—he arched his head back.

      “Holy shit, I missed you.”

      The movement of riding him was immediately to familiar to me. It was almost exactly like riding hunt-seat in the forest. Same muscles. Same movement.

      The most natural thing in the world. And oh, my lord, it felt so, so good. Every penetration sent a shiver up my spine. I even found myself pinching my nipples, which drove him absolutely wild.

      “How the fuck did you get so good at this?” He asked, gripping my hips while I rode him.

      “Practice.” I lowered myself down onto him, squeezed his cock hard with every internal muscle I could engage, and then slowly came back up on my knees almost to the point of letting him slip out. But not quite.

      “Practice?” He sounded genuinely furious.

      Being on top of him empowered me, and it made me daring in a way that I’d never been when I was beneath him.

      Push him. Test him. Risk it.

      “Mmhmm,” I said, taking him deep inside me again. “That’s what you get when you leave a newly dirtied virgin all by herself for a week.”

      His face flashed with anger—intense, dangerous fury. Without warning, he thrust me off of him, grabbed me by the hair and forced me across the room. His erection pressed against my butt, and I gasped with the pleasure-pain of the agony he was giving me by pulling my hair. He got right up close to my ear.

      “You better be fucking joking.”

      I’d gone too far and I made a quick retreat.

      “It’s only you. It will only ever be you.”

      Forcing me face down against the table, which was so big my toes barely touched the floor, he drove his cock into me, making me scream against the rough old oak.

      “Hang on tight, Princess,” he snarled, as he pounded me ruthlessly. “I want every fucking person in this castle to hear you scream my goddamned name.”

      As he unleashed his primal intensity into me, the table thumped the door with every drive of his body into mine.

      With every pound, with every thrust, with every thigh-bruising ram of his cock into my body, I did as he said.

      “Maksim.”

      “Maksim.”

      “My brother.”

      “My husband.”

      “My god, my god, my god.”

      Only then, when I had screamed and come and dissolved into nothing for him, did he pump his seed into my womb.
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      I was behind her, half asleep, with my cock between her legs when the noise of heavy footsteps made me open my eyes. The whump of a battering ram came next, followed by the oak table flying across the room and the door bursting open. I leapt out of Anika’s bed and seized my dagger, just in time to see guards pour into the room, like roaches. I didn’t even have time to count the fuckers before they parted to clear a way for the king of the roaches himself: my father.

      “Well, well,” he said, sucking on a toothpick and raising an eyebrow at Anika’s half-naked body. “What a happy little family you two make.”

      She’d only just begun to wake up; she slept more heavily than I did, and after all, I’d worn her the fuck out last night. It took her a second to figure out what was happening, but when she did, she scooped up all the bedclothes to cover herself and looked at me, panicked and horrified.

      I met her panic with a calm stare. I’ve got this.

      “What the fuck do you want, father?” I asked, rotating the hilt of my dagger in my palm as I eyed him.

      “You’ve been busy since I’ve been gone.” Jamming the toothpick in a gap beside his incisor, he pulled it out and examined the end, then sucked whatever was stuck on there off again. Fuck, I hated him. Then he went on, “Word is, you’ve gotten yourself into all sorts of trouble.” He shot a lecherous glance at Anika. “Tell me, son. How does she ride? I’ve always wanted to know.”

      “You motherfucker,” I growled.

      Anika groaned and turned away, like he’d slapped her, and I resisted the very real urge to drive my dagger directly between his beady little eyes. But I knew he was goading me. I strongly suspected that he wanted me out of the way, had always wanted me out of the way. I may be his heir, but that also made me a threat to his power. If he sent me away, he would feel secure for life, and he could always name me as his successor on his deathbed to make sure his legacy lived on. And how better to get rid of me than have me try to kill him? Cunning old fucker. Never underestimate a degenerate piece of shit.

      “Shut the fuck up and get the fuck out of here,” I said, lunging at him, which made his guards lunge back. It was a purposeful fake-out; I needed to see what his men were made of. They were quick, but weighed down by armor. But by any measure, I was at a serious goddamned disadvantage—naked and armed with a single blade.

      My father met my stare then, sucking some spit from between his teeth. For a long second, we stayed there staring. Seething.

      For so long, I’d made a show of pretending I didn’t detest him. But now, I let all that pretense go. I let him see the hate and the distrust in my eyes.

      The moment of reckoning had come. I was just about to tell the motherfucker exactly what I thought of him when he told his guards, “Take him. He’s to be tried for murder.”

      Goddamn it. The guards swarmed me, two to each limb. I fought them with everything I had, but it wasn’t enough. As they dragged me down the hallway, I heard Anika screaming my name, before I heard her door slamming shut and my father barking orders at his men. “Don’t let that little whore leave her room.”
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        * * *

      

      The guards chained me to a wall in one of the small holding cells. As my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw the place had a serious fucking millipede problem. This goddamned castle. It was like my father himself. Rotten to the core.

      Before long, I heard the toothpick sucking again and my father appeared at the cell door. He looked ridiculous in all his silks and furs; all the years of kingly gluttony had made him not just fat but spongy. He’d changed so much from the days when my mother had lived that it made him that much easier to hate.

      But he’d taught me some decent lessons, which were useful in dealing with him. For instance, he’d told me once that the last one to enter a meeting runs the room, but the first one to ask a question steers the conversation.

      “So, who the fuck am I supposed to have murdered?” I asked before he had a chance to say anything to me first.

      The opening was so small and the corridor so damp and dark, it almost looked as though he was the one behind bars. Only in my fucking dreams.

      “A scullery worker’s body was found in the kitchen. A witness came forward. He said it was you. You and your little cocksleeve of a sister.”

      Hearing him insult her drove me fucking insane. I thrashed against my chains, wanting just one solid swing at his face.

      “Bullshit. There were no witnesses.”

      My father lifted his eyebrow. “Gotcha,” he said, with a wink. “You’re almost smart enough to be dangerous but not quite.”

      What an absolute asshole. He’d never played fair, never in his entire life. Everything he had, he’d gotten by scam and tricks and lies. He fucking knew that to insult Anika would make me irrational with rage.

      “He had it coming. He attacked her. And if you haven’t forgotten, she’s the princess of this shit ass kingdom. So, I did us all a favor by sparing the expense of a public hanging.”

      My father scratched the back of his hand and peered at one of his liver spots in the low light.

      “That’s not how the witness tells it.”

      “There weren’t any witnesses, you dumb shit.”

      “But there will be,” he said, his voice high and slimy, like it always was when he was smug with himself. “If I say so, there will be. And they’ll say whatever they want, son. Whenever I want. Perhaps a dramatic trial, what do you think? Put your head in the stocks? Make sure the people have plenty of pig shit to throw at you?” He widened his arms, imagining the scene. “Imagine the crowds. Oh, it’ll be fabulous. Just fabulous! But I have more news for you, son. Prince Galen has returned. In order to claim that little tart from you. A duel to the death, he says. Tomorrow at dawn.”

      Now here was a goddamned plan I could put my weight behind.

      “Bring it the fuck on.” The only way I think I could bear to look at that motherfucker again is if he was dead at my feet.

      My father made a mocking face of sympathy.

      “But so inconvenient that you’re otherwise engaged,” he said, glancing around the cell. He sighed. “You’ll miss the duel and be labeled a coward. But! Fear not, my boy!” He banged his hand on the bars, and his gold rings dinged against the crusty iron. “I have a plan! Once your little whore is married, and is big and swollen with Galen’s child, I’ll send you off to fight on the eastern border. You can expand our lands, acquire new territories. And then I’ll let you come back a hero. Coward no more! Then you can put your dick in whomever you choose. Except your sister.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. That all this was part of some long-game strategy was not a surprise. But that he thought I’d have anything to do with it told me he didn’t know me at all.

      “Listen. I know you like to play with people’s lives like chess pieces, but I don’t. She’s fucking mine. I will fight for her at dawn. End of conversation.”

      My father crossed his arms.

      “You will not, and that’s a command from your king. You may be tough, and you may be strong, but Prince Galen is the finest swordsman anywhere. By keeping you here,” he said, now lowering his voice, finally leveling a little more with me, “I ensure that you live. And whether you know it or not, that is what matters most to me. One day, you will marry for the kingdom. One day, you’ll have children of your own and you will understand. I will do anything to guarantee that you have a long and healthy life. What I will not do is let you die at the hands of some useful-but-despicable prince for the sake of marrying some dead knight’s child whore. Princess or not, your sister or not, I won’t let you die for her.” He gestured toward Anika’s wing of the castle. Then he pointed straight at me. “Understood?”

      I understood, alright. I was a pawn in his game and he was going to keep me prisoner until I lost her to time and circumstance. The worst war of attrition that I could imagine. And there was jack shit I could do about it, chained up there like an animal. So, I gathered a mouthful of spit and launched it at him.

      “I fucking hate you,” I snarled.

      “It doesn’t matter to me what you think of me, as long as you’re alive.”

      He turned to go, leaving me thrashing my chains like the rabid dog I remembered from so long ago.
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        * * *

      

      Hours and hours passed. Every minute away from Anika was agony, every second chained up there was unbearable. Long after my hands had gone numb from my restraints, and long after all the other prisoners elsewhere in the jail had drifted off to sleep, I heard it. The creak of a door, the jingle of keys. Someone was coming.

      Light footsteps moved quickly down the corridor. There, in the low light, was a servant boy, with downcast eyes, carrying a tray of food. A chunk of bread, an apple, a piece of cheese. “Keep it,” I said, my voice thick and low from not speaking for so long. “Give it to someone who needs it more than me.”

      The servant boy didn’t reply, and didn’t turn away. Instead, he very slowly raised his face to me… and beamed. There she was, looking back at me.

      Anika.
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      I pressed my finger to my lips and smiled at him as I set down the tray on the floor. In his eyes there was such relief, such joy, it made the agony of the last day evaporate. He was alive; he was whole. Thank goodness.

      Using the keys I had stolen from the sleeping guardsman, who had also had a generous portion of valerian-laced lamb stew, I wordlessly and soundlessly unlocked Maksim’s cell door, muffling the noise of the key in the lock with the cuff of my sleeve. Then, picking my steps carefully in the low light, I crept across his cell. Palming the keys to stop them from jingling, I allowed myself one kiss of his scruffy cheek before working methodically through the keys to find the one that fit the cuffs on his wrists. As soon as he had one arm free, he pulled me to him in an embrace.

      “Are you okay?” I whispered into his ear, barely doing more than making the shape of the words on my out breath.

      He nodded. “Are you?”

      And I nodded, too, not willing to risk more than that.

      I made short work of the second cuff, and he took me by the hand, leading me through the back entrance to the dungeons, which I unlocked with one of the least-used skeleton keys on the ring after sliding the tray of food under the door of the nearest cell. Whoever the prisoner was, he was in for a treat when he awoke—I’d brought the food from the royal kitchens, not the dungeon larder.

      We didn’t say a word to each other as we wound our way through the secret warren of hidden passageways and back corridors of the castle. Not until we were safe and alone in his own quarters did we finally, finally, lock ourselves together in a long lover’s embrace.

      I let go first, bringing him a glass of water and some food from the side table in his sitting chamber.

      “Excellent idea,” he said, downing the water in a matter of gulps and setting to work on the apple that I’d handed him.

      I sat down beside him, almost bubbling with the plan I had figured out. Staying was an absolute impossibility. But in the hours since I’d seen him, I’d hatched what I felt was the only answer for the two of us to escape this dreadful place and finally have a shot at a happy life together. “There is a boat leaving for Zeylos at first light. We can go there to the southern islands. I have just enough coin saved to get us that far. And then we can disappear.”

      He was shaking his head before I’d even finished the sentence. I’d known he’d fight me on my idea, but I hadn’t known he’d be outright dismissive.

      “No fucking way. I’m fighting Galen for you at dawn. I’m claiming you as mine, in public. I’m not going to give you a life on the run, Anika.”

      The sinking feeling that had threatened to engulf me for the last few days began to take a firmer hold. Maria had learned from the gossip mill that there were two things everybody said about Prince Galen. First, that he was a sorry excuse for a human being. But second, that his skills as a swordsman were second-to-none. He had been trained from the day he could hold a sword. He had fought, and won, a hundred battles. He had never lost a duel. And he always fought to the death.

      Maksim’s skills with swords and knives were excellent as well; I’d seen that firsthand many times. But I knew in my gut he was up against someone far more skilled than he was. And someone who had no problem killing for sport.

      Tough as Maksim was, he was no monster. I’d seen him kill on my behalf, but that was in the heat of an attack or an ambush. It was dirty, bloody and wild. And perhaps, in a back alley or an alehouse, he would have the upper hand over Galen. But I couldn’t imagine him in a formal, sanctioned duel. And I didn’t want to be the one to put him in that position, either.

      I grabbed Maksim’s hand in mine. “Please. Please don’t do this. I can’t bear the thought of a life without you.”

      He took my cheek in his hand and pulled me closer. “I will win you. I will keep you. Because you’re my fucking destiny. That’s all there is to it.” He rose, tossing his apple core aside.

      “Maksim, please…”

      He shook his head.

      “I’m not backing down,” he said, and then opened up the big bureau on the far side of the room. Inside were a dozen gleaming longswords. And Maksim chose the biggest one, from the very center, which had the hawk sigil of his mother’s family on the hilt.
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        * * *

      

      The dawn sun emerged from the clouds just as Maksim and I approached the edge of the tree line on horseback. Behind us rode Aiden and Maria. Hardly a week earlier, I’d dreamt of the four of us riding like this. But in my dreams I had been happy. Now, I was filled with nothing but dread.

      Earlier, when Aiden came to Maksim’s chambers before there was any light in the sky, I had been terrified he had been sent to arrest him again and take him back to the dungeon. I know Aiden wouldn’t have been happy about it, but if those were the king’s orders he would have had no choice but to obey. Fortunately for us, however, nobody had checked on his cell and nobody knew he was gone.

      Instead, Aiden handed Maksim a vellum scroll which had been delivered to the castle by messenger. Knowing that Maksim was supposed to be locked up, he had taken the message himself and dismissed its carrier in hopes that nobody would ask too many questions.

      As Maksim read the scroll, he started to grin, then kissed me on the forehead, insisting that everything would be well and that we had to get to the jousting grounds right away. He had embraced Aiden without a word, and then the four of us had crept out of the castle unseen.

      Up ahead now were the jousting grounds. In the middle of the gathered crowd, I saw my own mother and stepfather, sitting high on the stone platform that was positioned in the middle of the stands. Mounted on his own steed, Prince Galen addressed the crowd. Maksim and I stopped to listen, and Maria and Aiden did the same behind us.

      “Your prince is a coward!” Prince Galen shouted as his horse spun and wheeled, forcing Galen to keep turning to face the crowd. “Princess Anika is mine to wed, mine to do with as I please!”

      “You fucking wish,” Maksim grumbled beside me. I shot him a look to shush him, which he met with an angry stare. But I didn’t give an inch, instead widening my eyes at him. And he finally relented, looking down to wrap his reins more tightly around his hand.

      “Upon our union, both of our kingdoms will be stronger!” Galen called out to the crowd. His supporters cheered enthusiastically, almost robotically. But our people… Perhaps it was just wishful thinking, but I could have sworn I saw a small hesitation, followed by applause. But it was empty applause.

      Maksim’s horse nickered and huffed, pawing at the ground, mirroring Maksim’s growing tension. This was my last chance and I had to seize it. Letting go of my reins, I reached over and grabbed his hand.

      “Please don’t do this. Please. Run away with me, start a new life with me.” I gripped his hand tight. “None of this matters. All I want is to be with you. Wherever, however.”

      He was still resolute and shook his head. “That’s what you think. I wish it could be that way. But they will fucking hound us forever. We will be pursued to the ends of the earth.” He ran his thumb over the back of my hand, looking at me with that protective warmth that I was starting to know so well.

      “We would never have a moment’s peace. That’s not the life that I want us to have.”

      And with that, he clicked his tongue and his horse trotted forward into the clearing on the edge of the gaming grounds.

      Maksim galloped forward and the crowd erupted—both our people and Prince Galen’s. I dropped my reins and placed my face in my hands. On either side of me, I felt both Aidan and Maria advance to come up beside me. Maria’s friendly hand touched my forearm.

      “He’s right, you know. I hate to say it, but he’s right. He has to fight. Doesn’t he, Aiden?”

      He inhaled slowly, carefully: the universal sound of bad news about to be broken.

      “He does. And he might win. Maybe.”

      Maybe? I pressed my palms to my eyes so hard that I saw splotches, and then let them drop to take hold of my reins again. Up ahead on the grounds, I watched Maksim dismount and give his stallion a panic-slap to send him running. The gleam of Maksim’s sword caught the light as he drew it from its sheath.

      I clicked twice for Rosie to advance. If I couldn’t stop him, I would support him. Even if it was the very last thing I ever got to do for him before he died in a duel to win me.

      As if he’d ever lost me in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      Prince Galen looked genuinely pleased to see that Maksim had showed up to fight him, and he strutted up and down the jousting grounds like a cock about to crow. A circle had been drawn in the footing to mark out where the fight would take place. I felt sick to my stomach looking at that circle; to think that in just a short while, someone’s blood would be on that soil. And it would all be because of me.

      Maria, Aiden and I sat on the benches nearest where the duel was to be fought. I sank down on the bench, watching the way that Galen warmed up, the way he moved and used his weapon. It was like watching a dance that I’d never seen performed before—the way he moved, the fluidity of his actions, that expert control he had over his body, all told me he had trained in a way that was far, far different than how we fought in Estana. If we fought like bears, they fought like snakes.

      With sword in hand, Maksim took a knee in front of my mother and stepfather. “I am here to fight for the lawful hand of my wife, Anika.”

      Before my stepfather or mother could answer, Galen stepped in front of him. Though duels were something I knew little about, I did understand that all these old traditions had a way of doing things. The gasp of the crowd told me that Galen cutting in between Maksim and the King and Queen was not at all the way these things were done.

      “You can’t marry her,” he sneered. “She’s your sister. There’s no law in the world that recognizes unions like yours.”

      Maksim rose, and I could see the anger, not only on his face but in the angle of his shoulders, the way he held his blade.

      “She was my sister,” he said. “But from this moment forward, I make no claim on the throne of Estana. And I formally reject my father as my kin.”

      Now the crowd exploded in shouts and confusion. I stared at Maria in complete bewilderment. “What is he talking about?”

      She searched my face. “Is this news to you?”

      I nodded slowly.

      My stepfather’s herald quieted the crowd, and my stepfather rose from his seat. The hush of the crowd was total and instant. There wasn’t a sound except the wind in the trees.

      The king cleared his throat. “Let us have no confusion on this, son. You’re abdicating. Is that correct?”

      “It is,” said Maksim, lowering his head.

      If I was confused by this news, the King was absolutely dumbstruck. Though he was a number of yards away from me, I had spent many years studying his face and movements. Never, in all that time, had I seen him so utterly stunned, his mouth moving silently as he searched for words.

      Finally, he managed to ask, “Why, Maksim? Why?”

      Maksim stood, turning to face me for only a second, though it felt like so much more. In that moment, he gave me a hint of a smile. And my heart almost exploded in my chest.

      “Because I love her, more than anything. And the laws of this land give me no choice, father. By stepping down, by rejecting my familial claim, I am no longer her brother by our laws. And that means we are free to wed.”

      “Not so fast,” barked the king, and I could almost see his brain working on the problem like a game of chess he was determined to win. “You think I’ll let the Princess of Estana marry you, if you have no title, no lands, no future? Seems to me you haven’t thought this through, son.” Snickers rolled through Prince Galen’s part of the stands.

      “Yes, I have,” said Maksim. Now it was his turn for a cocky strut. And oh, it looked so good on him. “Don’t forget, father. I’m the heir apparent to my mother’s kingdom, not just this one. And that’s where I was this past week. Securing a future for me and for my wife.”

      The sound of that word on his lips made my toes curl, and a gasp snuck out of my throat. My cheeks burned with a blush. Maria gripped my hand harder, blinking a few times.

      “Swoon!” She whispered.

      “So that was the message this morning,” Aiden said quietly, in an impressed tone. “Must have been confirmation that his mother’s people would back him. Cunning bastard, he’s played this well.”

      I almost grinned at Aiden’s comment, but the sound of Galen’s blade whipping through the air snapped me back to reality. All of that would be for nothing if Maksim died in front of us.

      “I don’t give two shits about any of this,” Galen said, with a cross-body practice slash of his sword. “You’re still going to have to fight me. She was promised to me. And I am damned well going to get what I am owed.” He spun on his heel, took two steps into the circle and showed off a terrifyingly well-practiced killing thrust.
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        * * *

      

      Watching the duel was unbearable. I tried to keep my eyes open, just so that Maksim knew I was with him for every step and parry, but time after time when Galen looked to be on the verge of delivering the final blow, my eyes clamped shut instinctively.

      In those dark moments, I listened for Maksim’s last breath, his last powerful roar, but again and again, I heard only the sound of his feet on the footing, and a surprised gasp from the crowd. Maria’s grip on my hand would loosen and I would peek out from one eye to see that Maksim had cheated death. Yet again.

      It was Maksim’s brute strength and stubbornness that helped him the most. Many other men, I was sure, would have long since given up and been killed. But not Maksim.

      And yet, I wondered how long he could go on without tiring, without stumbling. As if my thoughts poisoned fate, he stumbled just then. Galen advanced quickly, grazing Maksim’s cheek with the tip of his blade. At first, I thought he’d escaped injury yet again, but then I saw a red streak appear at the wound.

      “Maksim!” I cried out, springing off the bench where I sat, desperate to get to him. “Stop this! Right now!”

      He shot a glance at me and I froze. He looked so dangerous, so intense, that my knees buckled beneath me. Tears streamed down my cheeks, but I knew that I couldn’t interfere.

      Galen allowed Maksim to regroup, strutting back to the other side of the circle, grinning. Cheers and hoots shot up from his side of the stands.

      But it was as if Maksim’s injury gave him a new breath of energy. He gathered up a handful of the dirt at his feet and pressed it to his wound to staunch the bleeding. Then he took the ready stance again.

      Galen still had his back to Maksim. I knew that Maksim could easily have stormed him from behind, but that wasn’t his way—backstabbing was no way to end this honorably. Instead, Maksim placed two fingers to his lips and cut the noise with a sharp, intense whistle.

      “Come on, you fucking rapist,” Maksim growled. “You want to do this thing or do you need a break?”

      It was the first time Maksim had spoken directly to Prince Galen, and Galen didn’t like it, not at all. But I saw Maksim’s strategy. He was prodding him into a mistake.

      A clang of swords, a shift of bodies. A grunt. A stumble. The unmistakable sound of one of them dropping their sword, scrambling to retrieve it…but not succeeding. I forced my eyes open once again, and there was Galen, on his knees, with Maksim standing above him. Ready to finish the job.

      The crowd roared its delighted approval, both our people and Galen’s. Next to me, Maria let out an excited, “Yes!” But I was in no mood to celebrate. Not yet. Until Galen was dead and gone, Maksim was in mortal danger. And that meant I was as well.

      Because I knew, sitting there, watching this horrible fight, that I couldn’t live without him. Not even for a second. If he died, I knew plenty of poisons I could use to end my own life.

      Maksim widened his stance, and made as if to ready himself to deliver the killing blow. An excited, morbid hush fell over the crowd. All of this, it sickened me. It horrified me. And yet I couldn’t look away, either.

      The blade of Maksim’s longsword hovered over Galen’s neck. But instead of landing the final blow, Maksim asked, “Do you yield?”

      Galen furrowed his brow at the ground. I was close enough to see him blink confusedly and sneak a timid sideways glance at his guards.

      He was either too scared or too surprised to say anything. After a few seconds, Maksim asked again, “Do you fucking yield?” This time he punctuated the question with a foot on Galen’s back, forcing him face-down onto the ground.

      Galen spat out a mouthful of dirt and hollered, “What are your terms?”

      “Recognize our marriage,” Maksim snarled. “Relinquish your claim on her. Get the fuck out of Estana. Pay compensation to the girl you defiled. And my guardsman gets to take your left hand as consolation against your life, you filthy piece of shit.”

      Galen hesitated, but the pressure of Maksim’s boot drove him harder into the ground, making him blink away dust. “All right! Fine! I’ll do it!”

      “Relinquish your claim on Anika. Right now, in front of all these witnesses.”

      “I relinquish my claim. You’ve won her. She’s yours. Fair and square.”

      And with that, Maksim tossed his own blade aside. To the astonishment of me, Maria, and everybody else in the crowd, he offered Galen a hand and hoisted him up off the ground. Once they were both up, both disarmed, Maksim pulled Galen close, in that physical and masculine embrace that warriors alone seem to do so well, and muttered something inaudible.

      Whatever it was, it brought a scowl to Galen’s face, and he thrust his knee at Maksim’s groin. Maksim reacted quickly, but it seemed to be a feint as Galen took advantage of the moment of confusion to roll, grabbing his sword and coming up fast. He lunged at Maksim, still blinking away dust, and the crowd gasped as Maksim turned aside just in time, the blade missing his throat by a fraction of an inch. Maksim caught Galen’s wrist and brought his other arm around in a blow to his opponent’s shoulder, and the crack of snapping bone echoed around the ring. Galen was unable to stifle the cry that uttered from his lips, but this time it was clear Maksim wasn’t going to be merciful.

      Snatching Galen’s sword from his now limp grip, Maksim swiveled in a wide circle and I saw a moment of absolute clarity pass over Galen’s face. He knew this was the end, and a look of almost serene acceptance fell over his features. The blade landed with a thwack; all other sound extinguished as it cleanly severed his head from his shoulders. He stood for a moment longer, then crumpled in a heap, his head rolling to a stop a few feet away.

      I scrambled over the low knee wall that separated the risers from the field of play. I tore across the dirt footing, desperate to get to Maksim, throwing my arms around his neck and jumping up against him, letting him take my weight. After I’d kissed him deeply, I met his eyes and asked, “What did you say to him? What made him turn like that?”

      A grin lifted one corner of Maksim’s mouth, and he sighed deeply, the effort of the fight finally starting to register in his face. “I told him,” he said, “that his mother was a whore and that I’d heard rumors they didn’t know whether his father was the king of his lands or one of the many young soldiers that had tasted her pussy.”

      My mouth dropped wide in shock. “Why would you say something like that?”

      He laughed. “I had to do something to get him angry. I promised Aiden I’d kill the fucker.”

      “Then why let him yield in the first place?”

      “In front of all his people, he relinquished his claim on you and promised compensation to Nicolette. They’ll honor his word, or they’ll dishonor their whole kingdom.”

      I couldn’t help myself. I kissed him deeply in front of everyone and I didn’t care. He’d planned that all along, hadn’t he? And he had won.

      Just like he always did.
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        * * *

      

      Hand in hand, Maksim and I stood before our parents, who towered above us on the royal platform. The king crossed his arms and shook his head at both of us, but addressed Maksim alone. “Don’t do this, son. You’re my heir, my only heir.”

      Maksim gripped my hand harder and shook his head. “Bullshit. You had two heirs. Now you have one,” he said, and tipped his head at me.

      The king glanced back and forth between the two of us, then let his eyes rest on me. “I suppose that’s true.”

      “So, let this marriage between us unite my mother’s kingdom, my kingdom, and yours. Hers.”

      The king sighed, still skeptical. Still scheming. My mother said something softly beside him and my stepfather glanced at her, nibbling his lip, thinking. For one instant, my mother glanced at me. And there, in her eyes, I saw the mother that I remembered. Her warmth, her kindness. It had been so long since I’d seen that side of her, I had almost forgotten it existed at all. But it was still there. The woman who had married my father was there, the woman who had given up her own simple life for something grander was there. In her eyes, I saw a flash of victory. If I was indeed the sole heir of Estana, then maybe all that she’d sacrificed for our comfort had been worth it, after all.

      “You’ve got nothing to lose, father,” Maksim said, wrapping his arm around me and pulling me close. He placed a kiss on the top of my head—a long, possessive, savoring kiss, and an embrace that made me absolutely melt into him. He kept me close like that as he added, “Nothing to lose and everything to gain.”

      My mother lifted her eyes to my stepfather, and he glanced down at her. And then, much to my absolute surprise, he smiled and gave a clear and approving nod.
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Maksim

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Month Later

      

      

      

      It was our wedding day, and I started it by doing what I’d done damn near every morning since the first time I saw her: watching her get dressed, without her knowing that I was spying on her. But this time, she wasn’t putting on a dress that I had bought for her, or trying to hide her sexy femininity under boy britches and a cap. This time she was in white and lace, pearls and diamonds. This time she was in her wedding dress.

      Though I fucking loved spying on her, I knew that when we were officially married, I’d actually get to be with her every time she changed. I’d make fucking sure of it. So, this might be the last time I got to watch her like this. And I decided it was high time to blow my cover. With one eye against the knot hole, I told her, “You look fucking beautiful.”

      She froze, her eyes scanning the wall that I stood behind. My peep hole was a knot hole, immediately to the left of the long mirror. I’d never told her how it was that I kept an eye on her, and I knew it drove her fucking crazy that she hadn’t yet figured it out. Now, a smile crept up her cheeks and she whispered, “Finally!”

      Squinting, she approached the wall. I couldn’t help but start to smile, too. Using her fingertips, she searched every panel and board. Finally, we were eye to eye, and she gave a happy little squeal. “Found you!”

      “I couldn’t stay away.”

      She blinked once, then twice. All I could see of her now was her eye, and those pretty long lashes. I could tell from the crease at the corner of her eye that she was still beaming. “It’s bad luck for you to see me wearing this, especially today.”

      “Like I give a fuck about that,” I growled.

      Her lashes kissed her cheek and she moaned. “Can you get in here?”

      “Now who’s testing fate?”

      She drew her head back and rolled her eyes, clicking her tongue on the roof of her mouth. “We’re already married anyway. So, what difference does it make?”

      When she was right, she was right. “I can’t argue with that,” I said. Leaving my peep hole, I went to the door that I always used to get in and out of her rooms. I’d made a door at the back of her big oak closet bureau. And within just a few seconds, I was emerging out from between her dresses into her room.

      She was absolutely tickled, and clapped her hand over her mouth to keep down her giggle as she ran to me. I scooped her up in my arms and twirled her, doing my best not to mess up her gorgeous dress. Mid-twirl, I kissed her, long and slow and greedy. And I was still kissing her when I let her feet touch the floor.

      I could’ve kissed her forever, but I had one last question for her. “Do you still want me? Will you still have me as your husband?”

      “Yes, yes, yes,” she said. She damned near panted it. Fuck. “And you?”

      I hoisted up her skirt so I could get a solid grip on her ass with one hand. She still hadn’t fully fastened her corset, so her round, creamy breasts were right there for the taking. And sucking. Which is exactly what I did. I sucked on her nipple, biting and teasing. “Fuck yes,” I said, still with her nipple between my teeth.

      She ran her fingers through my hair, arching her neck back as I sucked on her tit. “Will you… Will you do more of what you did the other night?” She sounded shy. Almost unsure of what to say and how to say it.

      As strong and brave as she could be, she was still so fucking innocent. So pure. And it made me want to ruin her all the more. I slipped my hand down between her thighs, playing with her pussy from behind, and then double-checked that the most recent gift I’d given her was still where it should be. There was the jeweled butt plug, right in its place. I let her nipple go with a sucking pop.

      “You can’t even fucking imagine what I’m going to do to you, Anika. Last night was just the start.”

      Now it was her turn to growl. I saw the heat of desire, pent-up need, flash in her pretty eyes. She planted her hands on my chest and walked me backward, pushing me up against the wall. I was so fucking hard for her that I thought I’d bust right out of my pants. With one of her hands, she cupped my balls. With the other, she unfastened my fly. And she was just about to take me in her hand when…

      The fucking door opened and there stood Maria.

      Anika shrieked in happy surprise, burying her face in my chest. “Sorry! Busy!”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she said, hands on her hips. “Get out of here, you brute!” She told me, swatting at me with a towel and laughing.

      Anika let go of me and dissolved into giggles as Maria chased me back out of my secret entrance, still pushing my dick back into my pants.

      “See you in church!” Anika yelled after me, just before Maria slammed the closet door in my face.
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        * * *

      

      Though I’d never been a fan of pomp and circumstance, I had to admit that our wedding was fucking awesome. And now there we sat, side by side at the reception banquet, with my ring on her finger and hers on mine. We’d been there about ten minutes, maybe twenty. Plenty of time, in my opinion. I leaned over into Anika, nestling my jaw against her cheek. “Can we get the fuck out of here yet? I really need to be inside you.”

      She pulled back, doing her best to give me a behave yourself stare.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. Counted down from 3, 2, 1, then asked, “How about now?”

      Lord Somebody and Lady Something Else came up to our table, and Anika greeted them with the perfect poise and elegance of a born queen. As she was making conversation, I caught my father’s eye. After the fight was over, I’d made certain he knew that things were going to be on my terms from now on, and that if he wanted to argue that fact I’d happily meet him on the same field where I’d dispatched Galen. The look in his eyes right now wasn’t exactly hatred, but it wasn’t exactly fatherly love either. But I’d decided I could live with that ambiguity. Pain in the ass that he was, and sketchy though his tastes tended to be, we’d done right by him, and that was all that mattered. I couldn’t change the fact that he was king, not without risking everything I’d fought so hard to win, so I’d just have to work hard for smaller changes. I’d already told him that there wouldn’t be any more fleshmarket auctions, and he’d grudgingly agreed. So that was progress, right? Anyway, right now I was happy, Anika was happy. The king and queen were happy. And that was a pretty goddamned good outcome, no matter how you cut it.

      The guest stepped away and I lifted my eyebrows at Anika. “Seriously. Keep me waiting much longer and I’m going to bend you right over this goddamned table.”

      She swallowed a hungry groan. I could tell she didn’t want to stay any more than I did. But it was our party, after all. And she actually gave a fuck about other people. Unlike me, who only cared about her. “One more hour,” she said. “Okay? One hour. That’s all. Then we can go.”

      All I wanted to do right then was pinch her cheeks, take that pretty face in my hands, and remind her exactly who was boss. “You promised never to deny me.”

      “Oh, I’m not denying you,” she said, all sultry and sexy. “I’m just making you wait. And I promise….” She slowly slid her hand up my thigh until she just brushed my cock with her fingertips. “It’ll be worth it.”

      I inhaled hard and sat back in my chair. An hour. An entire hour? What kind of fucking superhuman strength did she think I had?

      Right then, I felt a nudge on my leg. I glanced at her, but she gave no sign that it was her. Still though, we had this tablecloth in front of us. Maybe she was giving me the signal. Maybe I could slip my finger inside her while we sat here. That would be one way to make the hour fly by, that was for goddamned sure.

      I lifted the tablecloth a few inches to look underneath it. But instead of seeing her leg pressed up against mine, I saw Falroy. Her pet fox. Sitting on a sheepskin at our feet. Since she and I reshuffled the decks with the line of succession, he’d gotten a better position, too. He was finally allowed inside, which made Anika so damned happy.

      I glanced at Anika, but she was busy talking to some guy who looked uninterestingly important. So, I leaned down and gave Falroy a scratch between the ears. I cut off a piece of my meat and snuck it down to him, and he took it gratefully and rewarded me by snuggling up at my feet.

      I wasn’t much for symbolism, but it did me good to think that Falroy didn’t have to be a secret anymore, now that she was the heir apparent. It was kind of like me, in a way. I didn’t have to go sneaking around behind her anymore, either. I could love her in the open as she deserved to be loved. Because she deserved the best of everything, and it was my duty and honor to give that to her. Now and always.
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        * * *

      

      Finally, fucking finally, I had her all to myself. The door to our chambers latched behind me and I went at her like a starving beast. I ripped her corset from her, sending tiny pearls flying everywhere. She fought me—giggling, laughing, talking about how expensive the dress was, what a brute I was. Blah, blah, fucking blah. The only thing that mattered then was getting inside her. I licked my way down her throat and yanked her dress off her shoulders. “I can buy you more pearls. But we’ll only have one wedding night.”

      I ripped her dress off of her and hoisted her into my arms. She hooked her legs around me, giving me a hit of her sweet pussy wetness, as I kissed her hard and thrust her up against the wall. She undid my fly and pulled my cock free. Pinning her up against the stone, I fed my length into her, making her grunt into my kisses. I loved her a lot of ways, but I loved her begging for my cock most of all.

      But as I got to the back of her, compressing her cervix with my head, she pulled away from the kiss. “You know, I haven’t bled since the first time you took me. More than a month ago.”

      I was so into the moment, so driven to fuck her hard, that it took me a second to realize what she was saying. Hold the fuck on for one goddamned second. “Are you…”

      She beamed, her eyes twinkling. “Pregnant.”

      Holy, holy shit. I pulled her face into mine, kissing her even deeper. I had the love of my life in my arms. My wife. My most cherished possession. And she carried my baby inside her. I didn’t think I could love her more, but I did. I absolutely fucking did.

      As I kissed her, I fucked her just like that, standing, greedy and rushed. She gripped my shoulders, digging her fingernails into my muscles with every ruthless pound of my cock into her cunt. I fucked her hard through one orgasm and then a second, giving her no time to recover, but making sure that pleasure built upon pleasure until she was screaming my name from between tightly gritted teeth.

      I felt my own orgasm building, but before it got the best of me, I eased up on my thrusts and lingered inside her, kissing her deeply as I did. Then I pulled out of her and let her slide down the wall, scooping her hair aside as I turned her around.

      “Bend over, gorgeous,” I told her, as I added a generous mouthful of spit to my dick. I placed my hand on the small of her back and bent her forward, making her hinge at the hips the way she had that day when I was watching her in the stables.

      This time, the view was even better. Her red, slick pussy bloomed out from between her legs, her vulva swollen and tempting. But above that was the jeweled butt plug, sticking out tantalizingly from her ass. I gently spun it in its opening, and she moaned with pleasure, reaching out for the wall to support her. Very slowly, I slipped the butt plug from her anus and positioned my cock at the opening to her ass.

      She hissed as she opened for the broad tip of my head, but I went slow, making sure I didn’t push her too hard too fast. I’d prepared her ass well to take me, and I slid inside, feeling my balls swell as I penetrated her anus a half inch at a time. Fuck, it felt amazing. So tight, so intense. So, fucking right.

      When I was about halfway inside, I fingered her pussy with two fingers. I felt her knees buckle. But she was fucking strong and she stayed just like I’d positioned her.

      Anika looked back over her shoulder at me. Her hair was messy, stuck to her cheeks. Her face was red from my stubble, and her makeup smudged. She’d never looked more fuck-dazed or more beautiful. “That feels so…”

      She didn’t have to tell me. She was dripping like a fucking honeycomb into my palm. Before she could finish her sentence, I slipped my fingers into her mouth for her to suck on them. She went to work on my fingers the same way she took care of my dick.

      I had her by the mouth, the pussy, and the ass. Triple penetration. Now we were doing this thing for real.

      “I own all of you,” I told her. “Every hole, every opening. You’re mine. Say it.”

      “Yours,” she said around my fingers. “Yours. Always.”

      “Forever.”

      “Forever.”

      “I love you so fucking much,” I said, and finally pushed all the way into her mind-blowingly tight little ass. I was one lucky motherfucker. She was my whore, my princess, my sister, my wife. And she was all mine.

      All fucking mine.

      

      
        
        THE END
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        Available on Amazon Now and Free with Kindle Unlimited

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Like what Nikolai brings to the feast?
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        There’s so much more coming your way.

        Be sure to join, follow, click and never miss a beat.

        He can’t wait to show you what’s next.

      

      

      

      
        
        Facebook Friends

        Nikolai’s Naughties

        Twitter

        Nikolai Andrew’s Page

        www.nikolaiandrew.com
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            Other Titles By Dani Wyatt
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        Standalones

        Wrangler

        Reigning Her In

        Sweet Ride

        Forging Forever

        Just Until Morning

        Saddled

        Perfect

        His to Break

        Rough Neck

        Parting Glass

        What If

        The One

        Preacher’s Daughter

        Hold On

      

      

      

      
        
        Meet. F*ck. Done. – CAN’T WAIT

        Keeping Her Close

        Back to Her

        Let Go

        Our Turn – Can’t Wait Bundle

        Our Turn Standalone

      

      

      

      
        
        Heartlands

        Chain

        Wrath

      

      

      

      
        
        Love, Daddy

        Mastering Her Heart

        HIS Rules

        Goodgirls Say Please

        Kiss Me Goodnight

        Yes, Daddy

      

      

      

      
        
        Men of the Woods

        Hard Cut

        Deep Cut

        Rough Cut

        Straight Cut

      

      

      

      
        
        Paranormal

        Vamp

      

      

      

      
        
        Holidays

        Night Before

        Valentine's Rose

        Baby It’s Cold Outside

        Her First Noel

        His Resolution

        Sweet Tarte

      

      

      

      
        
        The Forever Collection

        Where She Belongs

        When She’s Mine

      

        

      
        Promise Duet

        Promise

        Cherish

      

      

      

      
        
        Southside MMA Series
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        Push

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Let’s Stay Connected!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        FOLLOW ME ON FACEBOOK

        FACEBOOK FRIENDS

        TWITTER  @ddwyattauthor

        GOODREADS:  Dani Wyatt

        PRIVATE READER’S GROUP: Wyatt’s Wenches

      

      

      

      
        
        Dani Wyatt on Amazon

      

        

      
        dani@daniwyatt.com

        www.daniwyatt.com
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        Dani Wyatt used to feel bad about having such dirty thoughts. Luckily, one day, she decided to start writing them down. Her ultra-obsessed, alpha heroes have a wicked possessive streak and an insatiable libido. Her heroines are intelligent, quirky, and worry about having too much muffin top. So, if you like your insta-love over the top, super-hot, with a little more plot and always a happily ever after, you’re in the right place.

      

      

      

      
        
        She’s fighting middle age like a warrior and lives an average life battling gravity. When she's not writing, she is probably laughing about some irony (like the fact that A-1 Steak Sauce is vegan), reading, riding her horse, or looking cross-eyed at some piece of technology sent to ruin her day.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Nikolai
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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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You to Every Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        We appreciate you.

        Nikolai & Dani
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