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AUTHOR NOTE
This book was originally a serial story on Kindle Vella. It has the same plot as “Prize of the Warlord,” except it’s from Cronan’s perspective instead of Ixiana’s. I’ve kept its episodic format in the ebook version, so that’s why the chapters are quite short.
Thank you to all the readers who encouraged me to write the Warlord’s point-of-view! I think you’ll agree that it turned out super hot!
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Cold sleet drips down my face as I wait in the darkness with my warriors. My horse, Hyval, waits too, as patient and miserable as I am.
This was a well-planned mission, thanks to my sister Zeha. There are times I believe she is better at strategy than I am. She is certainly more skilled at diplomacy. Once, in a dark moment when I could not see a future for myself, I asked her to take over as warlord, but she refused. I am not sure whether she turned down the role for her sake, or for mine.
She waits near me on her own horse. This far south, her snow-hawks were reluctant to follow her, so she left them behind, on the north side of the mountains.
Our warriors insisted that neither Zeha nor I be part of the team that kidnaps the district leader’s daughter. It’s a risky move, this capture; no Northern clan has never come this far south before. But one of our men volunteered to play both spy and messenger to help us plan the kidnapping. He is skilled at climbing walls, picking locks, pilfering goods, and listening at windows. He gave us the information we needed for tonight’s venture.
I can only hope it will be successful.
I sent in Rif and two others. Rif is the strongest man I have, nearly as strong as I am. He is also ruthless and cruel. I can depend on him to take what must be taken.
Once I have the girl, I can hold her for ransom. I will demand that her father give us land, by way of reparation for the wrongs his ancestors did to my people. And I will demand money as well—personal reparation for what Zeha and I have lost.
It can never be enough, but it is a beginning.
While we wait, I keep my face and body still, emotionless. I am carved of stone, immovable. Resolute. Pitiless. This is what my clan needs me to be—their rock, unrelenting. Their guidepost to a future where more of us might survive and thrive.
Thriving might be too much to hope for. Ahead I can see years of spying and struggling, years of blood and suspicion, before we finally unseat the wretches of this district and take back what is rightfully ours. Beyond that, my vision is a cloudy, glorious haze—a distant hope. There is a formless woman there, strong and steady, and a handful of healthy children. They will be mine. This girl’s life will buy them for me.
The first explosion cracks through the night, but I do not flinch. I was expecting it.
I wait.
I hate the sleet. It is of two minds, neither snow nor rain. Like these Southerners, who are too soft to engage in open, bloody war with us, yet too hard to be persuaded by gentle words. Not that I have ever had a chance to try gentle words with the district leader himself. I did try twice with the masters of different mountain villages. I attempted to talk to them before we stole their goods and burned a few of their houses.
Talking did not work.
Perhaps I did not use the right words.
Or perhaps, when people live in comfort, their ears are stuffed too full of good things to hear the cries of the agonized and the dying.
They will hear me when I take their favored daughter, the one who is to wed the foreign prince and secure a necessary alliance. They hope to employ the prince’s troops to reinforce their northern border and prevent my people from stealing the herbs, medicine, and livestock we need to survive.
Another explosion, and more uproar from the fortress. Some of my warriors have circled it to attack the other side while Rif and his two companions are climbing the tower to steal the girl. I am too far away to see it happening, but I can imagine it clearly.
Soon they will bring the girl to me.
I can picture her, too—a spoiled, careless, cruel young woman, all too happy to marry the delicate Prince and seal our doom.
Sleet trickles along the edge of my hood and seeps under the furs and armor I wear. I hate it almost as much as I hate the callous people of this district.
I wait.
In the expanse of gloomy gray fields, some of the darkness shifts, resolving into three running shapes. One of them looks bulkier than the others. It’s Rif, and he is carrying a bundle over his shoulder.
The girl.
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Rif tosses the girl into the soggy clumps of tall grass. She’s a white, wet scrap amid the dark stalks, and I stare at her. I expected someone well-trained and well-fed, a sturdy warrior like the district leader’s other children. But our informant never actually described the younger daughter. He only told us where to find her. The message he sent us by snow-hawk was terse and clear. He said the girl was ill, forced to stay behind while her family traveled. There would be no better time to snatch her, he said, and we must move quickly.
So we had.
If Rif took her from the north tower of the stronghold, this must be the foreign prince’s future bride. But I have to be certain.
“This is the one?” I ask him. “You are sure?”
“It’s her. Look.” Rif seizes a fistful of the girl’s soaked hair and jerks her head back. He draws his knife, scrapes aside a bit of her wet nightdress, and points to a blue tattoo in the valley above her sharp collarbone. It’s the mark of a ruling family of the Efhwen Confederation.
But she’s so scrawny, shivering in the white rag of clothing that’s plastered to her skin. I can see the points of her small breasts, dark against the fabric. Her eyes are closed, her white face turned up to the icy sleet. Between her parted lips, her teeth are clenched tight. She’s not screaming, not making a sound. Not begging.
Just—enduring.
There’s a piteous, broken beauty about her shape, the angles of her limbs and the slope of her throat. I’m struck by the desire to hear her beg for mercy, or maybe for something else. I could lift this small, slender woman bodily, could impale her right on my cock, raising and lowering her again and again with ease until—
Rage at her and disgust at myself coil in my stomach, and I release a choked sound that could pass for a grunt of disdain. I follow it quickly with rough words. “She looks like a drowned woad-rat.”
A tiny frown dents her forehead, but she doesn’t open her eyes.
“Do you want her or not?” asks Rif. “Should I put her back?”
“Put her back?” I snap. “After all we did tonight to capture her? Idiot. Bring her here.”
Rif hauls her over to me. I reach down and grip her shoulder—by the Bloodsalt, this girl is nothing but bones. She’s far too lightweight. I hoist her up to the saddle, and she complies, moving her legs astride it. Not fighting me. She’s sopping wet, shivering like a brittle leaf in an icy gale.
I turn and dig around in one of my saddle-bags. There’s an extra pelt, and I spread it over her front as best I can. We can’t ransom a frozen corpse, after all.
Taking up Hyval’s reins, I shout in the language of my people, giving the word to ride. We gallop across the plains, over the river bridge, and between the foothills, making for the secret pass that will take us back through the Altagoni mountains.
Riding with the girl is like straddling a wet bag of flour with stick-thin limbs. At least she’s quiet.
No sooner do I think those words than she says, “What do you want?” Her voice is stiff, strained.
I pretend she is a bag of flour, and I do not answer. But I notice how her white legs and feet are dangling uncovered beyond the fur pelt, exposed to the cold air.
“My feet are going to freeze and fall off,” she says.
“Then you will not be able to run from me,” I retort. Not that she would. She seems to have little spirit and even less strength.
She speaks again. “Tell me what you plan to do with me.”
Enough of this.
Intending to frighten her into silence, I tuck the reins into my right hand and wrap the other around her throat. It’s shockingly slender, and a thrill runs through me at how easily I could kill her. “Such a tiny neck.”
Did I say that aloud?
The girl must realize the dangerous thoughts I’m thinking, because she squirms against me, whining.
I feel as if I’m walking along a cliff’s edge. If I allow myself to think about the delicate female shape writhing against me, my body will react. I have to remember who she is—an enemy. “A scraggly mewling imp,” I growl. “And you’re the one who’s to marry the prince? My dick is thicker than this little neck of yours.”
She squirms again, rubbing against me. There’s a buzzing heat in my groin—the edge of the cliff approaching—so I conjure horrific images from my memories. My clan members hanging dead from her father’s watchtowers. My little brother’s corpse being lowered into a grave. My mother, lying in a pool of her own blood.
“Am I your hostage?” the girl murmurs.
“You’re my prize. My new leverage.” I voice a harsh laugh of relief as temptation recedes and my hate returns. “That is, if you survive long enough. We’ve a rough ride ahead.”
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The girl is crying now. It’s a soft keening, punctuated by heartsick sobs. Her thin body bounces against my chest as we ride.
Her misery crawls under my skin, festers in my blood. I cannot bear it. It sounds like my brother, crying over his own weakness, and my sister, sobbing for our mother. It sounds like everything I have lost, everything her people stole from me.
I cannot listen to it another moment. I smack the reins into one hand again and cover her mouth roughly. “If I put something on your feet will you shut up?” I snarl into her ear.
She nods. Her tears drip over my knuckles, and I swallow hard. “Hold!” I bellow, and my warriors pull their mounts to a halt.
We’re in the foothills now, within the edges of the forest. Enough cover for a moment’s pause while I shut this brat up.
I drag her off Hyval’s back and shove her to the ground. Her fur covering slides off in the process, but I don’t bother with it. I have a pair of leather shoes in my bag, fur-lined—a spare set Zeha couldn’t fit into her pack, with all her hawking gear.
As I pull out the shoes, my warriors begin chuckling. When I turn, I see the girl hobbling away into the pitch black of the forest.
Where does she think she is going? I can barely see in this darkness, and I am a trained warrior.
Sighing, I march after her and wrap one arm around her slim waist, dragging her to me. I can feel the lower edge of her ribcage, so sharp, not nearly enough flesh on her bones.
She does scream then—a faint, flimsy excuse for a scream. I tumble her onto the ground and shove the shoes on her feet before throwing her onto the horse and tossing the fur over her once more. My patience is threadbare.
Since the sleet stopped, her hair has begun to dry, and wisps of it brush my fingers as I mount behind her. Impulsively I seize a handful of it and tug, tilting her head. Her hair feels slippery, damp, and silky against my palm, and a humid fragrance of flowers wafts from it. The scent of wealth and privilege. Is it wrong that I want to inhale it?
The curl of her delicate ear is exposed now. I want to stare at it a while—maybe nibble the soft flesh of the lobe.
I’m leaning forward before I can stop myself, bringing my mouth to the entrance of her ear. Instead of touching her, I mock her escape attempt. “Next time, make it a challenge.”
She doesn’t reply.
We ride for hours, until we enter the secret pass, a sliver cut through the mountain. The clouds that disgorged the sleet are dissolving. Moonlight as weak as my captive shines through the slit in the rock high above us.
We pause in a place where the cleft widens, and my people take a moment to stretch their legs, drink some water, and piss.
I stay on my horse. If I try to move the girl, she might start sobbing again.
Then she says quietly, “I need to relieve myself.”
At least she’s not crying about it.
I swing off Hyval and pull her down as well. Then I wrap my hand around her hair again—it’s a convenient handle, and I like the slide of it against my fingers. With the fistful of hair, I haul her to the rock wall. “Do it then.”
She glances around at my warriors. Most of them are watching her.
We can’t linger here while this prissy little noblewoman has a crisis of modesty.
I release her hair and slip my fingers around her neck. The sensation of her delicate skin makes me so furious I can hardly think. “I said, do it.”
“I can’t with everyone watching,” she whispers.
There’s something pathetically winsome about her face. I hate it.
“You’re not pissing yourself on my horse. Take care of it now.” Backing up, I angle my body slightly, gripping my belt with both hands. My extended elbows spread my cloak wider, as if I am a wall between her and the warriors. It’s the only concession I am willing to make.
She turns her back to me and reaches beneath the skirt of her nightdress, dragging off a scrap of material—her underwear. My eyes follow it against my will—a delicate bit of black lace, wet like everything else she’s wearing.
She uses the nightdress like a curtain while she pisses. I clench my teeth, trying not to picture that part of her body. But my heart is thumping heavy, and my hands curl tight around my belt.
The girl leaves her underwear behind and returns to the horse. My warriors have already begun moving out, continuing along the mountain pass.
No one sees me snatch the bit of wet black lace and tuck it into an inner pocket of my cloak. Quickly I piss against the rock, pretending that’s why I stepped away. Meanwhile I swear inwardly at myself. What possessed me to take her underthings? Should I put them back? Give them to her? Keep them?
I tuck my dick into my trousers and turn back to the horse—and there is the girl, trying to mount Hyval without me. Probably hoping to steal him and escape. But she’s stuck. Her foot is jammed sideways in the stirrup, half-tangled in a loop of belt hanging from the saddle. She voices a half-sob of helpless frustration.
And I smile.
I crush the expression immediately and approach her with every bit of menace in my body—a body so much bigger than hers. Reaching around her, I disengage the offending foot. “Stealing my horse would not end well for you.” I lift her whole, relishing my strength in comparison to her slight stature. “He is loyal to me. He would toss you and trample you.”
She fumbles with the fur covering I gave her earlier. “I’m so cold.”
Shock runs through me, and the echo of a boy’s frail voice. Cronan, I’m so cold.
The last words my brother said to me.
I move without considering, without planning. I take off the hooded cloak and the breastplate that covers the center of my chest. The breastplate I attach to a strap at the back of my saddle. Then I undo the belt of the tunic I’m wearing so it hangs open, and I put my cloak on again.
When I swing up behind the girl, I part the double layers of my tunic and cloak, both fur-lined. I wrap the extra material around her body and pull her close to my chest, right against my bare skin. My heat should help her stay warm.
Only after I’ve done it do I realize how foolish it was. Because having her vulnerable form tucked so close to my heart is softening the edges of my hatred, and I can’t afford that.
Not now. Not when everything I’ve worked for is so much closer than it used to be.
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The girl sleeps for hours against my chest. It is a startling kind of torture, one I did not expect. Her hair is nearly dry, and the sensation of the silky locks against my naked skin is truly exquisite.
Wrapped in my clothing, with my arms braced on either side of her, she is secure. I suppose she knows it, or she would not have fallen asleep.
I’m grateful when we break out of the mountain pass and must carefully navigate the treacherous trail descending to the flats of the Bloodsalt. It’s just the distraction I need from the girl in my arms. Quietly I speak to Hyval, twitching the reins to guide him. He is a big shaggy Northern beast who knows the ways of this land, and he needs little help from me, but I know he likes the confirmation that he’s doing well. Always a glutton for approval, this horse, from the time he was foaled.
As we round a sharp switchback in the trail, the girl’s body shifts across my chest. Her lolling head and its soft blond locks slide along my breast, and my nipple tightens at the brushing contact. There’s an answering warmth in my groin, a tightening heat. I haven’t taken myself in hand for two days—too busy planning and executing her capture, and I am far too sensitive at the moment. I’m not erect, not yet, but I’m perilously close.
I angle my body so her head shifts back to the center of my chest.
At that moment, my horse steps into a groove in the trail, and the jerk makes the girl’s head bounce off my breastbone. She wakes with a gasp and looks around, taking in the dangerous descent. “Just kill me now.”
“And waste all the time I spent fetching you?” I know she can feel the vibration of my voice through her body, and when she shivers slightly in response, I thrill. I’m half-erect now.
Maybe she won’t notice.
And then the vixen moves, grinding her round little ass against me. It’s the only plump part of her, and my body reacts instantly, violently. I release a rough, strangled sound at the suddenness of my own reaction. I’m hard as a rock, poking her backside through my breeches.
Craving my enemy’s daughter.
The girl goes still, so I know she feels it. But after a few seconds she shifts again, gingerly, and I growl, “Stop moving.”
“I can’t help it. The saddle is hurting me because—because there’s nothing between me and it.”
Her small mound rubbing against the coarse leather, becoming pink and swollen and chapped…
I shove the image aside and lash her with my words. “You are the worst kind of prisoner. Weak, needy, always complaining.” I raise my voice and call out to the warriors. “Halt!”
After a quick pause we’re on our way again, only this time I’ve placed an extra pelt leather side down and fur side up on the front of the saddle. As we continue riding, I think about our last village raid, about the screams and the blood, about how I entered a butcher shop looking for supplies, only to find Rif driving himself into a woman’s mouth while tears streamed from her eyes. My own erection disappears at the memory.
Some of the warlords and their clans rape the people whose villages they raid. It’s a way to break down our enemies. I hate it. I nearly vomited when I came upon Rif and the woman, and though I dragged him away from her before he finished and gave him a black eye to show my disapproval, I didn’t beat him like I should have. He is my strongest warrior, and with our clan’s numbers dwindling, I need his loyalty.
Since then I’ve made it clear to my men that they’re not to assault women in that way. It was understood before, but perhaps I became lax in reinforcing the message.
We’re nearing the foot of the Altagoni range, and the Bloodsalt spreads before us, a sleek expanse of white streaked with scarlet. Because of its proximity to the mountains, this area is more stable than other parts. People like me, bred in this land, can sense the rest or the stirring of the magically molten clay that flows far beneath the crust. For now, at least, we are safe.
“This is the Bloodsalt,” murmurs the girl. “The fields of salt and red clay, where nothing grows. No wonder you want our land. This place is terrible.”
“Your land?” I scoff. “Your father’s domain used to be my people’s land, generations ago.”
“No, it wasn’t,” she retorts. “My people have lived in our district for three hundred years, ever since Ashring the Bold discovered our valley.”
I vent a snort of derision. “Ashring the Bold? My people call him Ashring the Bloody.” I speak the names my people have crafted for that wicked conqueror, and then I translate into the Common Tongue for her benefit. “It means Bane of Solace, Banisher of Light. He expelled us from our home.”
“That can’t be true,” she says. “No one lived in the valley when our people came here. It was our intended home, prophesied by the ancestors—”
I clamp my hand across her mouth. Rage boils inside me, fury that they’ve rewritten my people’s history, blotted the truth from the minds of the current generation. It’s unbearable. They are truly irredeemable. She is irredeemable, unappealing, not tempting at all.
“Close your mouth, little fool,” I mutter in her ear. “Or I’ll put something in it to keep you quiet.”
She trembles, and I slowly remove my hand. She doesn’t speak again.
When next we pause for a respite and I lift the girl down, she crumples at my feet, as if her muscles are too liquid to hold her up. With a kind of dazed fascination, she trails her finger through the crust of white salt to the crimson clay underneath.
“Get up,” I tell her.
She looks up at me, and I see her face in the daylight for the first time.
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Hers is an effervescent beauty, like a fragile bloom whose petals I could bruise and crush in my palm. Everything about her, from the graceful slender neck to the delicate tapered fingers, speaks of coddling, of comforts, of weakness. And I despise her for it, even as I desire her.
Her eyes, large and brown and long-lashed, blink at me. Fear floods them, but mixed with it is something else, something that startles me. It’s admiration, warm and inescapable. Her lips part slightly.
This girl likes the look of me, despite her terror.
I called her a woad-rat before, because she was small and wet, but woad-rats are ugly. The name doesn’t suit her. Instead I think of the large-eyed snow mice that burrow in drifts near my home village. They are pests, but I’ve always thought them adorable, though I would never say it aloud.
“I was wrong,” I tell the girl. “You’re not a rat. You’re a mouse.”
“And that’s… worse?”
I don’t explain—I merely scoff at her and put a few steps of distance between us. Then I pull my dick out in front of her and piss. She cringes away, clearly embarrassed. But we’re warriors, my people and I. We take care of bodily needs openly, within certain limits.
My sister Zeha, for example, has no modesty whatsoever. She’s pissing nearby too. When she’s done, she walks to the girl and holds her cloak as a shield so our shy captive can relieve herself without other eyes inspecting her privates. I’m a little disappointed that I don’t get a glimpse. And then I’m angry at myself for feeling disappointed. When I’ve refastened my pants, I stride farther away, trying to walk off another impending erection.
Within moments Zeha calls me back. “Cronan!” There’s a note of urgency in her voice.
When I approach her and the girl, my chest tightens. The girl lies crumpled on the salt, her nightdress hitched up and her thin pale legs fully exposed. She looks dangerously white, except for two scarlet spots on her cheekbones. Her eyes flutter, nearly closed.
“Your prize is sick,” Zeha says. “Feverish, and I don’t like the sound of her breathing. Is she injured anywhere?”
“She spoke of some—chafing.” I grit the word out, glaring, willing myself not to think about that part of her, not to feel remorse at her pitiable state, not to care. Words spill out of me, violent and angry. “What in the gods-rutting pit is wrong with this girl? I’ve never seen such a flimsy scrap of flesh. They’re not going to want her back—she’s worthless. We should have taken the older one.”
“We couldn’t get to the older one,” Zeha says calmly. “Not without great loss of our people.”
With bluish lips the girl whispers, “I’m not worthless.”
I sink into a crouch beside her. “Tell me your value.”
I want her to stand up, to glare back at me, to fight. I want some indication that she is strong and defiant, a worthy adversary. Someone I can hate.
Her eyes unfocus, and she doesn’t answer me.
“As I thought.” I straighten and turn to my sister. “We’ll wait here until the others catch up. I want to know if there were casualties from the diversion attack.”
I leave the girl where she is, because I have been kind enough where she is concerned. I need to be more harsh, more callous. She is my captive, after all. If I am rough and cruel to her, it will be easier to hate her, and to resist the foolish craving I feel.
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Shortly afterward, the other group of my warriors catches up to us. A few have mild wounds, but we lost no one in the attack, for which I’m glad.
I stride back to the girl. I left her on the ground to rest, covered with a blanket and a pelt, but as I kneel beside her, my heart jerks.
I can’t tell if she’s breathing. Was she even weaker than I thought? Has she died?
Helpless fury and sheer panic boil inside me. “One of you ride for the healer!” I bellow. “He lives near here. Tanon, you know where. We’ll meet you in the forest, where we camped on the way to the mountains.” Tanon nods and kicks her horse into a gallop.
Crouching, I scoop the girl into my arms.
Zeha brushes past me on the way to her horse. “I told you she was ill.”
I bark a curse at her, but she only rolls her eyes.
This time I carry the girl across my lap, with her head cradled against my shoulder and bicep. She’s still unconscious. I wish I could reach inside her mind and pull her out of the darkness, bring her back to the surface. Her brown eyes haunt my mind—eyes full of admiration, fear, and a hint of cunning. Eyes that I want to explore.
She’s so pitiable and frail that rage churns inside me, the same rage I used to feel toward my brother sometimes. His frail condition wasn’t his fault. The agony he suffered was so much worse than the agony of my concern for him. Yet still I felt an unreasonable anger at times—fury at him—fury at fate or the gods perhaps, but mostly a fury at the people of the South who drove my ancestors out of the good, bountiful lands and forced my people into the magic-blasted, monster-riddled North.
This girl, this ransom is our first step to regaining what was stolen. She cannot die.
As we ride across the Bloodsalt toward the forest, I look down into her exquisite face. The faint flex of her nostrils lets me know she’s still alive.
My mind churns through the words I would say to her if she were conscious.
Do you have a spine? Any will to fight? Or are you just a weak little mouse after all?
We enter the forest and locate our previous camp site. The girl is still alive, barely. Tersely I direct my people to set up the largest tent we brought, and Zeha oversees the creation of a bed of furs and blankets within its shelter.
After ordering everyone else to set up the rest of our camp, I carry the girl inside. Zeha accompanies me and helps me strip the girl out of her damp, muddy nightdress. I avoid looking at the girl’s body during the process, but I can’t help feeling her skin as we lay her on the bed. She is cold and smooth, with sharp bony angles at her elbows, shoulders, and hips. Unintentionally, as I’m moving her, my fingers press the flesh of a small breast.
Zeha wipes grime from the girl’s skin while I turn away. Then my sister says, “I’ll get wood for a fire.”
When she’s gone, I risk a glance at the girl again.
She’s up to her neck in furs now. Perhaps the heat will help her fever break.
I need her to survive this.
As I place my palm on her forehead, words rise in my mind, and I press them into her with all the force of my will. Pull yourself out of this, little mouse. Show me you have teeth. Bite and scratch.
She stirs, frowning, and my stomach rolls with shock. For a moment I think and hope that she’s waking.
But she doesn’t. She remains unconscious.
The fire heats the tent well—a little too well. I remove my cloak and tunic and sit, shirtless and crosslegged, by the girl’s bed of blankets.
Long hours pass, punctuated only by Zeha entering to check on the girl. She carries a bowl of porridge and a few sticks of dried meat.
“You should eat,” she tells me. It’s not really a recommendation; my sister will press the matter until I yield, so I force myself to chew and swallow until she is satisfied. She brings me a bottle of strong liquor, too, and I take hearty gulps, relishing the burn along my throat and through my limbs.
At last, the healer arrives.
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The healer lives in a house set high in the trees, along the line of the forest. All the clans come to him for healing after raids on the district villages, or after close encounters with the jäkel, the soul-sucking demons of this region. I owe him a rather large debt, something he reminds me of with a single severe look as he enters the tent.
“Emana, my friend, you look good,” I tell him.
“No flattery between us, Warlord,” he says. “This is the one you want healed?”
“Yes.”
Emana splays his hands in midair, some distance above her body. His skin is as dark as hers is pale, and his eyes are like a starless night. But when his magic awakens, his eyes begin to glow golden.
“She has maladies of the body I cannot cure,” he says. “Deeper systemic struggles beyond my magic. I can end the fever and dispel the sickness that is currently weakening her, and I can temporarily improve her chronic condition. But you will need to care for her gently, Warlord. I know that’s difficult for you, but I assume she’s important?”
“Yes.”
“Very well.” He is silent for a long time—so long I have to leave the tent and march back and forth through the camp a while, to avoid going mad. At last I re-enter the tent, just as the healer is ending his work. The golden lines stretching from his fingertips to the girl’s body are receding, coiling back into his hands.
As I watch, the girl’s lashes stir and blink apart. Those eyes again, liquid-soft and intelligent, scanning her surroundings quickly.
“She’s back,” says Emana. “You owe me for this, Warlord.”
“If she lives I’ll have plenty to pay you with,” I tell him.
The girl’s gaze finds me, and the keen sharpness in it steals my breath for a moment.
“I should have let myself die just to spite you,” she says.
I don’t reply. Instead I address the healer. “You did your work well. Until next time.”
Shaking his head, Emana leaves the tent. I know Zeha will see to it that he’s given the best food and drink we can offer from our meager supplies.
The girl begins to move, her slim shoulders rising above the furs. My whole body tenses at what I might be about to see—and then she stops. She has realized she’s naked.
After a second of shock, her gaze drifts from my eyes to my chest, my stomach. She’s surveying my bare torso with a hunger I recognize, because I hear its echo through my bones, along my nerves.
Her expressive mouth opens briefly before she shuts it again, catching herself. Not before I’ve imagined her putting that sweet parted mouth on me.
I rebel against the image with harsh words. “You’re a pain in my ass, little mouse.”
“Good.” She snuggles deeper into her nest, and it’s all I can do not to rush over and pluck her out of it.
“You almost died. I had to summon a healer.”
She shrugs.
Does she care so little for her own life?
I’m not sure why her low estimation of her own value infuriates me, but I lose myself. I leap for her, fisting her hair in my hand, pulling her face nearer to mine. My whole body is burning; it takes every bit of my control not to—not to—I’m not sure what I crave, whether I want to bruise her or bed her, cut her throat or claim her body. “No dying,” I manage.
“Because you plan to ransom me?”
“There’s more than one kind of ransom,” I reply. “We will see what price we can get. Money, land, penance for what was stolen from my people.”
She’s staring at me again. Not at my eyes, but at other parts of me—my jaw, neck, breast, arms. Her gaze travels my battle scars, analyzing them. I feel more naked in her presence than I have ever felt in my life, and it makes me angrier. No one has ever unsettled me so deeply as my enemy’s daughter.
“My betrothed is only the third prince, and my father has little to offer,” she says. “They may not be able to give what you ask.”
Her betrothed. The one who will claim her.
By her hair I pull her even closer. My heart thunders through my chest until I’m sure she will hear it.
I’m going to kiss her. I—
I seize one of my knives from its sheath and tuck it under the trim corner of her delicate jaw. “You’re saying I should kill you now.”
“No,” she whispers. Those brown eyes, soft and pleading. “No. Please don’t.”
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And now she pleads for mercy. Now, with my knife-point at her neck.
My jaw locks in place. I can feel my own brutality compared to her frailty, and I hate both myself and her at once, because the weakness of her awakens every protective instinct I have, things I should not feel for someone of her bloodline.
“You make me so angry,” I whisper, my mouth nearly touching hers. “The weakness of you. You’re pathetic. Even now, you beg for your life instead of facing death bravely.”
She isn’t fighting me, screaming, or thrashing. She looks me right in the eyes. For the first time I look deeper than the apparent weakness of her, and I see a thread of steel, of sheer nerve and cleverness.
“You summoned a healer to save me,” she says softly. “It would be stupid to kill me after all that trouble. And weren’t you the one who called me back?”
Shock jolts my heart, blazes through my brain. “Called you back?”
“I heard you speaking to me. When I was—sinking. Why would you call me back only to kill me?”
Stunned, I release my fistful of her hair. My knife-hand falls slack to my side, and I withdraw, staring at her.
She heard me.
She heard me while she was unconscious. But that isn’t possible, because I spoke to her only in my mind.
My people form many pairings, some for love, pleasure, or procreation. But the deepest pairing among the Northern clans is the soul-bond. And its proof is the ability for one partner to speak to the other through the ether, that space where the conscious mind is suppressed. When one person can hear another’s thought-voice in the ether, it is the sign of a deep, unbreakable bond of love between the two souls.
My stomach churns with nausea.
“Rest,” I snap at the girl, and I leave the tent.
Outside the flap, I jab my knife back into its sheath and stand frozen in thought.
This is not possible. I have never heard of a soul-bond between a clan member and someone from below the mountains. Only Northerners of the Bloodsalt have this bond. It is part of the magic of our land.
My tiger, Kaja, stalks past me, pushing into the tent. I call her mine, but she belongs only to herself, though I raised her from a cub. Sometimes I think she doesn’t like me. We are an intermittent pair, she and I—she has saved me from a grisly fate or sat by my side on dark days more than once—but at other times when I needed her, she was nowhere to be found. Fickle, like the Bloodsalt itself, like its corrupt and changeful magic.
I push the tiger from my thoughts and return to the problem at hand. The girl cannot have heard my voice through the ether. Maybe she dreamed of me because I was the last person she saw before passing out. That must be it. No other explanation is possible.
A scream from within the tent startles me. Zeha looks up from her spot by the campfire, but I gesture for her to sit back down. I think I know the reason for the uproar.
When I step into the tent, Kaja is lying on the bed of furs and blankets like an empress who has just reassumed her stolen throne. My captive is standing on the corner of the bed, against the sloping side of the tent, shrinking from the cat.
It would be a comical sight if the girl wasn’t entirely naked. My body heats immediately at the glimpse of her, but I force myself to focus on the tiger. “Kaja! Off, now.”
Kaja snarls at me, but I lower my tone into the alpha voice she does not usually disobey. “Kaja. Out.”
Rumbling her disapproval, the cat springs off the bed and prowls outside again.
Heart stuttering, I turn and allow myself a full, long look at the bare body of my prisoner.
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I have always preferred the look of round, full-figured women with powerful arms and capable hands. Their curves speak of health, a lust for life, and a strength I appreciate. They are power and softness combined, reliable and comfortable. Like Olsa, my friend since childhood, one to whom I have spoken of marriage and children. She is a dear friend, and beautiful in the way that I like. Strong enough to bear my children.
This girl is thin to the point of starvation—not what I would have expected from the daughter of district leader. Not what I would usually consider beautiful.
But there’s a charming grace to the way she stands, a sensual, irresistible appeal to the slope of her lean stomach and her slim legs. Her breasts are small, not even a handful for me, but the jaunty tilt and shape of them strikes against my heart like a flint, igniting desire. Those breasts want to be touched by someone, and I yearn to be that man.
My gaze drops lower, and my heart rate speeds up as I fix on the cleft between her legs, shielded by the faintest haze of blond hair. The seam of that spot begs for a finger to probe it, to stroke deeper, to find secret wet places that will make her moan—
I force myself to finish my perusal, my gaze gliding down to her dainty feet, perched among the dark furs. She has made no attempt to cover herself from my view, either with her hands, her hair, or a blanket. It’s as if she craves my gaze, wanton little thing that she is.
I wonder what her betrothed would say of this display.
“You’ll make a poor wife,” I tell her.
“Excuse me?” She looks indignant.
I scramble for words I can place between us. Obstacles. Walls. My voice is gruff when I reply. “Your hips. Too narrow for babies. And your tits—much too small. All of you—too small.” But even as I’m speaking, I’m moving toward her. Stop. Stop walking to her, I command myself. No, don’t lay your hand there, along her ribs! Gods, she trembles at my touch. Fear or desire?
I need some excuse for why I am touching her. “You had bruises here, but they’re gone now,” I say as casually as I can. “The healer did his work well.”
My hand doesn’t move from her skin. Such soft, perfect skin. Silky and warm. My hand looks huge, tanned, and rough against its pallor. When my right hand circles her waist like this, my thumb nearly touches her navel, while my central finger nearly grazes her spine.
Cautiously, experimentally, I lift my other hand and place it on the opposite side of her waist.
My thumbs and fingertips don’t quite meet. Still, she’s too thin. She needs food and rest.
The girl, my mouse—she stands perfectly immobile, but she isn’t trembling anymore. Her skin is warm, welcoming. Her breath is steady, slower than it was when the tiger frightened her.
And I cannot stop touching her, or look away from the gentle curve of her waist and torso, the slender columns of her arms, the elegant poise of her fingers.
“My messenger will speak to your father today and make my demands,” I say, while my thumbs sweep along her stomach. “You’ll be gone from here soon.”
“Where is here?” she says, low.
“A camp.”
“Do your people have towns?”
“Settlements further north. Lodges that can be dismantled and moved elsewhere.”
My gaze has halted at her chest, fixed on the flushed, tightened tips of her breasts. Those breasts are like small, plump fruits, ripe and ready to be touched. It’s a strange comparison, the worst kind of poetry, and something I would never speak aloud—but I can’t help rummaging among my thoughts, trying to find things to which I can compare her, as if by locating just the right words I’ll be able to explain why I feel this way about her.
Before I can stop myself, I shift nearer to her, just a little.
A thrilling pulse traces through my body when she leans nearer to me in response.
I am going to take her breast in my mouth. I can’t be this close and not touch, not taste—
By some latent force of will I did not know I possessed, I manage to push her away, and she tumbles back onto the blankets. Only then, after my rejection, does she cover herself.
“My betrothed thinks I’m beautiful,” she tosses at me.
“Ha.” I throw a single sharp laugh her way, and I stalk out of the tent.
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I don’t pause to speak with my sister, and I halfheartedly acknowledge the warriors who greet me as I pass through camp. On the way I stop by the stump where I left my breastplate, pauldron, and bracers, and I put them on in case I encounter any beasts or demons during my walk in the woods. My cloak covers all, and provides sufficient warmth. I don’t have a shirt—I left that in the tent with the girl, and I don’t dare go back to fetch it.
After buckling on my sword belt, I catch the arm of Jili, the youngest of our group. She has an anxious soul, and she travels with us so she can stay near her mother Tanon. “Go to the prisoner,” I tell her. “We are in jäkel country now, and since she has been healed, she no longer carries the scent of impending death and sickness to fend them off. She will need a bone braid.”
“Yes, Warlord,” Jili replies.
On I walk, away from the camp, past the makeshift corrals we’ve set up for the horses, into the forest of white trees with skeletal, red-veined leaves. The sun will set soon, but the forest is not yet dark. There are no shadows to conceal what I must do, so I continue to walk until I am far from the camp.
I have to shed my lust for the girl. If I indulge in it now, far from everyone, maybe I can purge it completely.
In the snowy forest I pause, barely sensing the cold even though I wear no shirt under the cloak. I am inflamed, body and soul, with a roaring lust that thickens my cock and tightens the seam of my trousers. Huffing white breaths into the air, I tear open the buttons and release my length. Grasping it in one hand, I brace the other hand against a tree, and then I close my eyes and lose myself to a wretchedly delicious fantasy.
In my mind, I am the one who climbed the tower to kidnap the girl. Twenty-three years old, our spy said, yet unmarried. Betrothed. Forbidden to me.
Forbidden. The word makes my cock twitch.
I climb the tower, enter the window. I imagine her room, rich with comforts, and I picture her curled naked among silky sheets, with her lovely yellow hair tumbling loose down to her waist. She shrinks from my sudden appearance, from the bulk and brawn of me.
But I don’t snatch her up with violence. Instead I walk toward her, shedding the pieces of my armor, my outer garments, all the clothes I wear, until I am as bare as she is. She watches me, lust and apprehension swirling in her brown eyes.
I graze my fingertips along her cheeks and she shivers, but she allows the touch.
“I’m going to take you now,” I tell her, and she nods, because she has always wanted this, craved it like I have.
I run my hands over her slim form, over every dainty peak and lithe curve. I turn her face down, pull her to the edge of the bed, drag the tip of my cock along her slit until she squirms, a wordless plea. Then I sink into the warmth of her slippery flesh. I take her hard, with a hand against her spine, between her shoulder blades. She cries out with every thrust, and every delighted cry from her stokes my lust higher. Frantically I rut into her, because we could be caught, and I must claim her quickly, before—ah—before—
My balls tighten, and I spray the snowy ground with my release. The thrill that circles through my body is keener than usual, and I allow myself a grin of satisfaction. I’m sated now. I have spent my lust for the prisoner, and I will be tempted no more.
Breathing hard, I rest for a moment against the tree before refastening my pants and returning to camp. The light under the trees is lessening. Night will be here soon.
Ahead, in the direction of camp, shouts break out. Frowning, I jog toward the sound. Unlikely that any demons of the wood would attack before nightfall. What could the disruption be?
As I run toward the place where we corralled the horses, I spot a few of them trotting out of the enclosure through a gap in the fence. My people are already reacting, leaping for the horses and moving to close the hole in the fence. Some of them are swinging astride their mounts, heading into the forest.
“The captive!” Tanon calls to me, her dark face strained with apprehension. “She has stolen a horse and escaped.”
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I buckle on my breastplate, bracers, and pauldron swiftly in case I encounter any beasts or demons, and I seize my sword. No time for anything else, except sweeping my cloak around my shoulders again. I prepare my horse quickly. Yes, the girl has a slight head start. But my warriors are already chasing her. She will not get far.
I was a fool not to have someone guard her. I thought she would be too frightened, too cold, too weak to try an escape now that we’ve crossed the Bloodsalt. I never thought she could manage to sneak past my people and steal a horse. Respect twines with the anger and loathing I feel for her.
Clever little thing.
My horse quickly catches up to the warriors who chased after the girl. We are not far into the forest, and through the trees ahead I can see the Bloodsalt, bathed pink in the glow of the setting sun.
“There she goes!” Tanon points ahead, where a black four-legged shape flees across the white crust.
Something about this doesn’t feel right to me. The girl with the intelligent eyes would be a fool to race across the Bloodsalt in plain sight. She’d know we would catch her quickly.
“Go on,” I shout to the men who are already heading after the pony.
I pull up my horse, turning him around and eyeing the spattering of snow over the rocks, earth, and red-veined roots. Slowly my stallion and I amble back along the path we took. A few of the other warriors hesitate, unsure what I’m doing.
“Warlord?” asks one.
Just then, I spot what I was searching for, and I smile. “It’s all right,” I say. “The rest of you return to camp and secure it. There are jäkel in these woods, and other sinister beasts. I will see to it that the runaway is caught.”
They nod and ride away into the darkening forest.
Within moments, the three who chased the pony onto the Bloodsalt return with it. Their faces are downcast, because the saddle is empty. Of course it is, because my cunning captive tried to trick me.
“Take the pony back to camp,” I tell them. “I have the girl’s trail. It won’t take me long to catch her.”
“I’ll go with you,” Tanon offers.
I should accept. Riding alone in this forest at night is foolish, even though I wear the bones to protect me from jäkel. But for some reason I want to do this without any company. I want to confront my prize alone, and catch her with my own hands, and—and I dare not think much further about why I’m doing this by myself. Why I want to be alone with the girl.
“Go back,” I order.
Tanon and the others obey, while I pull my stallion into the trees. We pick our way along, following the trail the girl left. She knows nothing about the woods, or about concealing her tracks—that much is clear. Still, the rugged landscape is kind to her—among the stones and gullies, I lose her trail several times. My progress is far slower than I would like, and I begin to wonder if I will find her before she freezes to death or is mauled by some denizen of the forest.
It is fully night now, and I still have not found her. I picture myself coming across her body, limp and torn, her yellow hair stained red, her brown eyes fixed on the skeletal leaves overhead. The image wrenches at my soul.
Not because I care about her welfare. Only because I need her whole and alive for the ransom.
A shriek pierces the night—three shrill cries in sequence.
I’ve heard those cries before, and I know what they mean. Jäkel on the hunt—more than one. They are not after my prize. They can’t be. The bones should protect her—
Unless she took the bones out. As a foolish Southerner, she might not understand their importance.
I urge my horse forward, reckless panic thrumming through my veins. More cries split the night. The demons are congregating, three of them approaching a single point. As long as they keep calling to each other, they haven’t reached their prey yet.
I must hurry.
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Suddenly my mount skids on the edge of a ravine, a deep broken seam in the earth. I tug sharply on the reins, and he struggles for balance. Somehow he manages to regain it before we both go down.
After swinging off him, I lead him farther into the trees and tie him there. Sword in hand, I stand by the edge of the ravine, listening until I hear another shrilling cry. Judging by the tone and cadence of the sound, the first beast has reached its prey and is waiting for the others. At any moment, they will attack.
I move forward slowly, careful of my footing. The night is dark—too dark—but as the gods would have it, wind clears the clouds from the moon and it shines into the gully, lighting my way. I can hear the scrabble of paws and the rattle of pebbles up ahead. Not far now.
I haven’t heard the girl scream. Perhaps she is hiding, wise mouse that she is.
Something chitters and snarls—and then I see them—three jäkel, black-furred and bent-legged. Crooked monstrous things they are, with slavering jaws and broken-looking antlers. They are part of the wrong of this place, creatures that kill for meat but have the capacity to swallow souls as well, preventing peaceful passage to the afterlife. I’ve seen someone die at the jaws and claws of jäkel. It is a pain beyond normal death, an agony of the spirit as it is shredded.
The creatures sink down, prepared to spring. I can barely see their target—a scrunched-up figure of furs and pale skin behind a veil of woven roots. Those roots will offer only a second’s protection before the beasts tear into her.
I have never battled a jäkel alone, much less three at once. A pity I did not bring my warriors with me.
They are going to pounce on her.
Bellowing with all my might, I leap into the ravine, my boots crashing to earth. The jäkel barely glance at me—I’m wearing the bones, and I smell like death to them, so they do not want me. They turn back to the girl.
In my own tongue I roar at them. “Not yours! Mine!” And I storm the three demons, swinging my blade.
They move fast—faster than I expected. My sword is huge, heavy, and slow. They are slithering, ravenous coils of hunger, leaping onto me, biting the pauldron on my shoulder, slashing at my cloak.
I snarl at them, twisting, bucking. I manage to seize one by the leg and fling it off me—it is momentarily dazed, limp on the ground. But I still have two demons weighing my body, dragging on me, clawing and snapping. It’s all I can do to keep them away from my face with my elbow and fist—I can’t get a good angle for a sword thrust with them clambering over my back and coiling their bodies around mine.
Claws jab at the back of my knee, while more claws rake deep across my thigh, and I hiss through my teeth at the pain. My leg crumples, and I’m down on one knee. I’ve lost my footing—that means death—I struggle, jabbing with the sword, trying to rid myself of the crushing weight of at least one of the monsters.
I have almost dislodged one of them and I’m twisting free when a stick flies out of nowhere and crashes into my jaw. Behind it is the girl’s white face and blond hair, shining in the moonlight.
Was she trying to help? What a monumental failure.
“Oh gods,” she gasps. “I’m so sorry.”
Snarling my displeasure, I twist farther and ram my blade into the belly of a monster, roaring with the effort of thrusting it deep. The demon gags and spews purple poison, an acidic bile some of them carry. The poison splatters my upper arm, right above the edge of the bracer. More searing pain, eating through my skin into the flesh. Thankfully the acid is only active for a few seconds, and then it fizzles into harmless liquid. But the burns remain in my flesh, bubbling and smoking.
I strike at another of the beasts, my blade finding its mark—but then I feel the weight of the third, the one I stunned. It revived, and leaped onto my back—and I know I’m dead.
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With a breathy shriek, the girl strikes the beast with her stick, hard enough to knock it off my back. I shove away the second demon, kicking it and jerking my sword from its heart, and I whirl, expecting to find the girl already dead. But she has jammed her stick between the monster’s jaws, and she’s resisting as it gnaws mindlessly toward her through the wood locked between its teeth. A sharp crack, and its jaw breaks, whether through her effort or the creature’s stupidity, I’m not sure.
Gibbering and howling, the demon spins away from her and streaks off into the night.
The girl rises on her elbows, spattered with blood, her eyes alight with triumph. She’s looking at me in that way again, with that eager admiration, and a tentative pulse of pleasure courses through my heart.
No.
No, I will feel nothing. I will be implacable stone and vengeful fire, for that is what my people need.
I storm toward her, clutching her hair and dragging her to her feet.
She squeals in protest. “Stop grabbing my hair, you tyrannical fiend!”
“Pardon, Your Highness,” I hiss at her. “Anywhere else you’d like me to grab you instead?”
Why would I say that to her?
Her eyes flash up to mine, surprise and a hint of interest, of humor. But she only says breathlessly, “What were those things?”
“Jäkel. Flesh-eaters, spirit-swallowers. You were supposed to be wearing the bones.” Why does her hair tempt my fingers like this? My grip loosens, and I trail my hand lower through her tresses—but there are knots in the way, which rouses my anger again. “Gods, why couldn’t you behave? Now I’ll have to tie you up. And Jili will have to fix your braids again.”
I can’t get my hand out of her gods-damned hair. She’s trying to help me, her fingers flitting over the tangled spots, brushing against my knuckles. I feel every touch like the hot sparks of a campfire, and the tingling heat makes me giddy, turns my heart over and tangles my tongue.
“This is why the women of my people do not wear their hair loose when it is this long,” I say. “Without braids, it goes all wild and knotted. I’m not used to hair like yours. Soft, like the silk of winflowers.” What am I saying? Why am I speaking, and why can’t I stop? “I grab your hair because I like the way it feels.”
She’s still working to get my knuckles out of the knotted loops of her hair, but when I say this, she pauses.
I swallow hard. I can smell her, beneath the acrid odor of demon blood-splatter. Hers is a whispering swirl of scent, frost and flowers, sweet with a tinge of bitter sweat and salty skin. I want it all, her sweat and sweetness, her winsome mouth and her clever brown eyes.
“Your hair is long too,” she says.
“Yours is much softer.” My own voice is a stranger, born from the gentle heated ache in my heart. I don’t know that tone of mine. It has no place in the North, in the magic-rotted wilderness.
I wrench my hand from her hair, and she cries out in pain. “Ow! You rutting bastard.”
“Consider that the first part of your punishment.”
“What’s the second part?”
Again the pounding in my chest, making it difficult to hear, to think, to do anything but seize her and torment her until she screams for me. The gentle aching voice rises within me, pressing kind words onto my tongue, but I crush them and discard them. I answer her as I must answer, as a Warlord should speak. “I know how I want to punish you. Like I would punish any other prisoner of war—strip you naked and beat you until that fair flesh of yours is blue and purple, like the night sky between the stars. But you are no captured warrior, and you are too weak to bear it.”
She looks a little frightened now, but still not frightened enough. Still with that curious fascination in her eyes, almost a challenge. “You want to beat me?” she whispers.
“No.” Gods. I would never beat a woman.
“But you just said—”
“I said you could not bear it. Come with me, fool girl, before any other jäkel find us.” Seizing her arm, I pull her forward a few steps; but a horrible ripping pain explodes through my leg until I’m sure it is about to fall off. I can’t bite back the cry of agony.
“Faen,” I spit, letting her go.
“Are you hurt?” She leans toward me, but I meet her look of concern with a glare. Foolish mouse—can’t she see I am acid-burnt and bleeding from multiple wounds?
But I am a Warlord, a warrior. I can conquer this. “It’s nothing.” I take another step. Pain, excruciating and undeniable, lances through my thigh muscle, and my body begins to shake. Whatever strength fueled me during the fight is ebbing away, and I have to admit that I’ve been torn up badly. The worst of it is the thigh wound, which pulses blood as I inspect it.
“Stop poking it,” chides the girl. “You’re making it worse. Where’s your horse?”
“Just outside the ravine. I didn’t want to risk him down here, with those creatures.”
“Kind of you. Tell me exactly where he is, and I’ll go get him and bring him down to you.”
I grind my palm against the wound, willing the blood to stop. It won’t. My flesh has been sliced nearly to the bone. A groan escapes me.
I can’t let her go after the horse. She’s likely to take it and run off, for good this time. Though if she tries to leave, I can call my horse back with the summoning whistle he’s known since he was a foal. Hopefully he would heed it and return to me, in spite of the stench of demon pervading the gully.
The girl’s beautiful brown eyes blink innocently into mine. “I’ll come back,” she says. “The mouse has learned her lesson. I can’t survive out here alone, and I can’t make it back home by myself. No more escaping—I just want to go back to camp and sleep. After all, you saved my life. I owe you this.”
Clever, cunning, beautiful girl. She’s lying through her pretty white teeth, through those plump rosy lips of hers. My heart swells, anger and amusement clashing in my chest. But I keep my features steady, and I point ahead, up the ravine. “Walk that way about twenty paces, climb the left side of the ravine, and walk another ten or twelve paces straight into the forest. You’ll find my horse tied to the big leaning tree.”
I remove one of my belts and cinch it above the gash in my thigh, hoping to slow the bleeding.
The girl blinks her dark lashes at me. “So I walk east, and then—”
It’s all I can do not to smile. She is using me to orient herself so she can take the horse and escape south. No helpless scrap of flesh, this one. I underestimated her.
“No, not east. North,” I tell her. “That way.”
“Oh.” She blinks again, as if she’s an air-headed, silly little thing—so far from the truth. “I’ll hurry,” she tells me.
Savage woman. Smiling into my face and reassuring me, even as she plans to leave me behind.
I’m taking a risk, letting her go after the horse. But I cannot climb out of the ravine in this state, so I have no choice.
I will test her loyalty and her capacity for mercy. If she betrays me and rides on, Hyval should return to my whistle.
If he doesn’t, then I will likely bleed out here, between the corpses of the demons I killed to save her.
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I wait for the girl.
I am always waiting for something—for people, for much-needed supplies, for a healer, for better days, for a happier life, for justice.
For someone I can trust. Someone who will not leave me behind.
I have a few of those people in my life. My sister, a handful of my men, and Olsa, the woman in our settlement whom I will one day marry. All of them I could trust to help me if I needed aid, even if helping me put their own lives in danger.
But I’m not sure I could trust any of them to put my individual needs above the good of the clan as a whole. That’s as it should be, but it unsettles me all the same. I would like one soul in my life who would always choose me, above anyone or anything else. It’s selfish and foolish to want such a thing, when I myself would put nothing and no one above the people I lead. My clan is everything. My people are my life, and my sole purpose is their good.
I lean against the steep earthen wall of the gully and wait until I hear the sift and crunch of hooves among snowy leaves.
I look up, and there is the girl. Hyval did not toss her off his back, probably because he recognizes her from our long ride, and because the little vixen is abominably charming when she doesn’t mean to be.
For a moment my stomach dips, and I cling to the hope that she is honoring her word after all. She has come back to help me.
And then she gives me such a look—a smile of wicked triumph, of vengeful glee. Beautiful, dishonorable, lying creature, daughter of thieving Southerners. She deserves the most exquisite punishment at my hands…
“Go,” she says to my horse, and he obeys, leaving me bloodied and dying in the ravine. Bastard. Traitor. I’ve known him since he was a foal, and he walks calmly away from me with that girl, with Ixiana—our spy told me her name, and it enters my mind now, giving her a new form and shape in my thoughts. “The girl” is a nameless captive I can hold at a distance, someone to whom I could never speak through the ether. “Ixiana” is something else, a more intimate enemy. I hated her before, as one of a pool of enemies; but now I hate her more personally, more passionately. She stirs me up inside, excitement and disdain and fury churning together.
I wait a few minutes, and then I whistle for Hyval.
And again I wait. I can feel my body weakening as more of my blood leaks out, soaking the leg of my pants, seeping into the icy mud of the ravine. The cold bites into my skin, and I tug my cloak tighter around my body. Parts of it were shredded by the claws of the beasts, but it is still serviceable, still warm.
Long moments later, Hyval picks his way down the side of the ravine. Good horse. At least he has some loyalty to me.
On his back, Ixiana is pouting.
“I gave you a chance to honor your word and turn back to my aid,” I tell her. “You did not.”
“So this was a test?”
“To see if I could trust you, yes. I already suspected I could not. Look where you came from—a land of thieves and swindlers.” I sneer at her as I limp toward Hyval. I attach my sword to the back of the saddle and then I grit my teeth for the pain that’s to come. Grunting and swearing, I manage to mount. My thigh is bursting with pain, running molten with it, and the acid burns on my arm flare with pain as well. The place on my jaw where Ixiana accidentally struck me is tender and sore. I’ve been bitten, scratched, clawed, and gnawed, all for this traitorous wench.
“Where are your men?” she asks.
“I told a few of them to fetch the pony, and sent the rest back to camp once I found your trail. I did not need their help to capture a mouse.”
“Too bad they weren’t around to help with the monsters,” she snaps. “You needed my help. That must rankle.”
I scoff. “Some help. You struck me in the face.”
Ixiana twists around in the saddle, her brown eyes perusing my features, probably taking in the bruise that I’m sure has formed along my jaw. She smiles, pleased with herself, before facing forward again. “Yes. I did hit you in the face.” She wriggles a little, a squirm of delight.
Despite my injuries, a flare of tingling heat rushes through my groin at the contact. “Stop moving around,” I order, my pulse quickening.
This cannot happen. I took care of this, out in the forest. I indulged my lust, purged it from my mind and body. This girl has just proven her traitorous, unattractive nature. I cannot be reacting to her. I will not.
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Ixiana moves her round little ass again, snuggling it against me. I know she’s doing it on purpose; she understands exactly why I don’t want her to move, and she is tormenting me with her body.
Why does that make me hard?
It should not, yet it does. My cock stiffens, pressing into her soft ass through the material that separates us. It yearns to be inside her, and I can’t control the desire. I hate her, I hate her—
Her breathing stutters, and I hope she’ll recoil from me, shift forward, stop moving. But no. She writhes, rubbing herself shamelessly against me. The friction is a keen pleasure slicing through all my discomfort, ripples of ecstasy stabbing through my abdomen, making my cock swell and twitch. I focus on the agony in my thigh, desperate to calm my body—but at the same time, I crave that friction again.
I’ve shared a horse with others before. I’ve become mildly aroused by it once or twice, but never with the kind of blazing, mind-numbing heat and visceral desire I feel in this moment.
“Stop,” I gasp, a final appeal to her good nature, if she has one. “When you move like that, it makes the pain in my thigh worse.”
A foolish move on my part, because of course I’m her captor, and she wants to cause me pain. She responds instantly, grinding herself on me again. A sharp thrill races through my cock. If she doesn’t stop this, I will come in my pants right here, on the horse.
I take her throat in my hand and I squeeze, not enough to hurt her or cut off her breath—just a warning. “Stop, or I’ll make you ride behind me.”
She breaks then, releasing all her anger. With a faint shriek of rage, she rips into my hand with her nails, tearing my skin like a wild thing. I swear and let go of her neck, but then I slam my arm around her, pinning her upper arms to her sides.
“Bitch,” I say.
“I hate you,” she hisses back. Her voice is strained, brimming with unshed tears.
“I hate you more,” I growl.
Another twist of her body, more friction along my straining cock. I lean down, intending to hiss another threat, but the scent of her overwhelms me. Her hair has lost some of its fragrance during our travels, but I still catch a whiff of honeyed petals and lavender. The blond waves are scraped away from one ear, pouring over her other shoulder and pinned by my arm. That tiny rigid curl of her ear, the delicate flesh of the lobe—it tempts me. I want to kiss her, but instead I bite her. I take that small soft earlobe in my teeth, and I pinch it.
She freezes.
I’m pressed closer to her than ever, my arm locking her body to my chest. Even though she’s staying still now, the shift of the horse’s gait rubs me against her. Every jolt sends a pleasurable tingle along my nerves.
I’m going to come. I can’t stop it.
My breath is heavy, rhythmic. The pain of my wounds has receded and every conscious impulse is centered on the subtle shifting friction of her rump against my cock. Almost there. Almost… She’s breathing in tandem with me, as if she feels the impending climax too.
Desperate, I call up every horror I’ve ever witnessed, and I play them through my mind. I shift my thigh until my muscles scream with pain.
And it works. The urgency of my body subsides a little.
My teeth release the girl’s earlobe, but my mouth drifts against the entrance of her ear for a moment. I inhale deeply against her fragrant hair before straightening in the saddle.
She scoots forward slightly, until there is a slight space between us. I am past the worst of my arousal now, and I did not debase myself by soaking my clothes and hers with my release.
If only I can make it to camp without further temptation, and without bleeding to death, I will never ride behind this girl again.
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When we return to the camp, Zeha hurries up to take Hyval’s bridle. “You’re injured. Shall I call back the healer?”
“No,” I say. “I can heal on my own.”
She huffs in response, eyeing my blood-soaked clothing. “I’m sending for the healer.”
“Stop worrying.”
“If I don’t worry, who will?”
When I dismount, she kisses my cheek, a rare show of affection. Would she be so kind and concerned for me if she knew what I nearly did with our prisoner?
For my sister’s sake, for my people’s sake, I must get control of this situation. I must restrain myself, and assert my dominance over the prisoner.
“Call the healer then,” I tell Zeha. “Have him come to my tent.”
“Promise you’ll rest,” she says.
“I have something to deal with first.” I glare at the girl. “Down, mouse.”
She must be nearly as cold and exhausted as I am, but she manages to dismount without help. Her legs wobble when she lands, but she stiffens her body, forcing herself to stay upright. The strength of her will is admirable.
No, it is not. I do not admire her.
I grip her by the nape of the neck and force her inside the tent where she was healed. There’s a central post holding up the tent, and I shove her against it. “Stand there.”
Surprisingly, she stays put while I limp to one corner and drag a set of chains from a saddlebag. They are lightweight yet strong—I brought them along for our captive, but she seemed so fragile that I haven’t yet had the heart to use them.
“Until now I have treated you more like a guest than a prisoner,” I tell the girl. “That changes tonight.”
She doesn’t answer, but she glances toward the tent flap, as if gauging whether or not she dares try to run from me.
The next moment, Kaja noses in. She rarely enters my tent, yet twice now she has entered while the girl is inside. Perhaps the tiger fancies my captive.
First my horse shows an affinity for the prisoner, and now my tiger? I cannot allow this.
“Not now, Kaja,” I tell her. “Lie down outside, my girl.”
Rumbling her disapproval, the tiger goes back outside.
Limping over to the girl, I kneel with a pained grunt. I attach the chain to the post and then grip my prisoner’s leg, pushing down the edge of her furred boot and shoving up the fur-lined pants she wears.
Her ankle is exposed now. My fingertips move of their own will, caressing the sharp, fragile bones beneath her delicate skin.
What am I doing?
Roughly I shake myself and latch the brutal iron cuff around her ankle. Then I rise, resisting another horrific rush of pain from my thigh wound. I revel in the girl’s weakness for a moment, in the physical difference between us. On the horse, she had the power over me. Here in the camp, I am the Warlord, her mighty captor, and she trembles against the post, defenseless, completely in my power. I could do anything to her.
I bend a little, lowering myself to her level. I want to look into her brown eyes and see the fear there, so I can use it to bolster my own hatred. “Try to scurry away now, little mouse.”
My mouth is too close to hers.
Her eyes meet mine, and the expression in them sends a haze of heat into my brain.
She isn’t frightened at all. I can read those brown eyes like a message borne by a snow-hawk, and the meaning is clear—she wants me. Her gaze keeps flicking to my lips.
My heartbeat quickens. I want to slam her spine against the post and kiss her until her mouth is bruised and marked. My possession. Mine.
Maybe she reads the violent impulse somehow. Her expression shifts, and she turns her face away, cringing from me.
I don’t want her to fear me.
Yes, I do. She should fear me. Must fear me. She needs to accept that I have the power here, that my will is the dominant one.
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Shuffling away from the girl, I begin divesting myself of my cloak, bracers, breastplate, and gear. I remove my boots, and I rip off the remnants of my pants as well.
My back is to the girl, but I have a wretched, primal desire to see her reaction to my naked body, so I turn around, holding the bloodstained pants in front of my crotch.
She’s been watching me. She whips her gaze away, but not before I’ve noticed the raw lust in her eyes, mingled with shock.
I chuckle. “You’ve seen a naked man before, haven’t you, mouse?”
She doesn’t answer, but she cautiously swerves her gaze back to me, taking in my body. I’m not erect now, but I will be soon if she doesn’t stop looking at me with that curious, awed expression.
“You’re badly hurt,” she says. “You should call a servant to bandage you.”
“I don’t have servants.”
“But you’re a Warlord, a leader.”
“And I lead by taking care of myself.” Still, the idea has merit. And who better to care for me than the one who caused my pain? “But tonight I will make an exception. You will clean and bandage my wounds.”
Judging by her startled expression, that isn’t what she had in mind.
Tossing away the ruined pants, I sit on the edge of the bed and tug a blanket over my cock, which is beginning to stiffen and twitch at the thought of her small fingers touching my body. “There is water and soap there, and cloths.” I jerk my head toward the supplies. “Bring them.”
The chain around her ankle clinks as she walks over to the metal pitcher and basin. She carries them to me and sets them on the floor by the bed.
“Before you begin,” I say, “fetch me the bottle in that satchel.” I point to the far corner of the tent.
Ixiana throws me a rebellious look, but she obeys, hunting in the satchel until she locates the bottle. It contains a strong liquor that will cleanse the wounds and prevent infection, in case the healer is delayed.
She starts to walk back to me, but I bark, “Stop.”
She halts, her eyes never leaving mine.
It’s time to make her acknowledge what she is: a captive. Any power she wielded over me during our ride is useless to her now. I won’t yield to it again.
“Get on your hands and knees, mouse,” I say softly. “And crawl to me.”
She lifts her chin. “No.”
“Do it, or I’ll chain both your feet tonight, and your hands as well.”
After a moment’s hesitation, she tucks the small, flat bottle into the top of her corset, between her breasts. She sinks to her hands and knees, and she begins crawling toward me, quickly, eyes averted.
“Slower,” I command. “And look at me.”
She lifts her gaze to mine and slows her pace. Her shoulders and hips shift and sway as she moves, unintentionally sinuous and tantalizing. On either side of the bottle, above the edge of the corset, the tops of her small breasts bulge in smooth white mounds. My teeth clench, and I return her hate-filled gaze with just as much passionate loathing. I loathe her so much that I want her mouth on me, right now. She might bite off my cock, but part of me wouldn’t care as long as I got to feel her lips there just once.
“Such a good little mouse,” I whisper. That mouth, that mouth of hers—I lean forward, cupping her tense jaw, and I drag my thumb over the swell of her lower lip. It’s a little chapped from the cold, but still soft, plump, and tempting.
I despise her. I despise her.
I lie down on the bed, my bulk entirely bared to her except for the clump of blanket that hides my privates.
“Tend to me, mouse,” I order. “Start with a little of what’s in the bottle—pour it on the cuts. Then wash them with water and soap.”
“Is this my punishment?” She plucks the stopper from the bottle.
“It will hurt me more than it hurts you.”
The liquor in my wounds isn’t strictly necessary. The healer will come. He can’t be far away. So why am I urging her to do this? Perhaps I feel the need to punish myself for the way I feel about her.
When she pours the liquid onto a gash in my chest, I inhale sharply and glare at her. She bites her lip, a flare of delight heating her eyes. She treats each wound, looking eagerly at my face for signs of my agony.
“You’re enjoying this,” I accuse.
“So much.” She speaks gently—and then pours fiery liquor into my thigh wound. I roar with the shock of the pain and bury my face in a pillow to muffle my anguish.
And then I stop yelling, paralyzed because five slim fingers and a warm soft palm have just landed on the clenched muscles of my abdomen.
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My cock jerks and rises at the girl’s touch on my stomach.
I lower the pillow from my face, clutching it across my upper chest, staring determinedly at the slope of the tent, willing myself to calm down, to stop reacting so powerfully to a single touch.
Ixiana takes her hand off my abdomen—
Thank the gods—
—and then she places her palm on my inner thigh instead. My hips twitch at the contact.
She’s moving her hand higher. Gods—is she going to touch my cock willingly? Am I going to let her?
“Finish what you began.” My voice is thick with desire and self-loathing. I want her to finish cleaning my wounds, of course—I am not suggesting that she wrap her hands around me and coax me to climax.
That is not what I mean at all. No.
The girl understands, and she goes back to washing my injuries. She’s rough and cruel about it, and I’m glad of the pain; it settles my craving.
When Zeha pokes her head into the tent, I’m relieved I didn’t let things progress any further with the girl. Zeha sees her wiping blood from my arm, nods in satisfaction, and ducks out again.
“She’s your lover?” the girl says tightly.
“Sister,” I reply. “She worries too much.”
Is it my imagination, or does some of the tension in the girl’s shoulders recede? She seems to be washing me more gently now.
For some reason I want the girl to know I am not married or attached. I have a loose understanding with Olsa, but no official arrangement, and I would not call Olsa my lover. We have never joined physically. She is a friend, and a wise choice as a wife. But I have never felt in her presence the way I feel with my captive.
“I have no lover at present,” I admit. “No time for it.”
“Because you’re too busy catching mice.”
“You are a means to an end. A piece in the game I must play. To redeem you from me, your parents and your husband-to-be must deliver what I ask.” I name the sum I’ve demanded and the piece of good land I want for my people. “Of course, that land is only the beginning. I won’t be satisfied until we reclaim it all.”
“And you’ll push my people out of the homes they’ve had for generations?” She throws an accusing glance at me.
“We were here first.”
“Let’s say I believe you. That was ages ago. Why have you waited so long to push back and reclaim your property?”
“We’ve been too weak,” I say. “We may seem strong, but that’s only because we have to be, to survive in this wasteland. The weakest among us perish, and the worthy survive.” I turn my face away from her.
“You’ve lost someone,” she says.
“Someone weak,” I retort. “Too weak. Pathetic, like you.”
“Who was it?”
I stare at the tent wall without answering. I can’t talk about him. Not to her. Nor can I mention my mother, whose weakness was in the spirit, not the body.
“Tell me.” Ixiana loops a bandage around my arm and yanks it tight—much too tight. Growling my displeasure, I frown at her.
“I’ll loosen it if you tell me,” she says.
“My pain isn’t something to be bargained with.”
“And neither is mine,” she retorts. “Yet here we are.”
I suppose she has a point. I have caused her pain since I captured her, and I’m bargaining with her life.
What does she really know of pain, this spoiled, privileged daughter of the district?
And yet…
And yet everything about her sings of pain, of a long struggle. The sunken sweep of her belly, the ascetic sharpness of her ribs and collarbones, the haunted shadows around her large brown eyes, the quiver of her thin fingers, the occasional rasp of her lungs and throat. What was it the healer said? That she has systemic illness within her body, something he cannot heal?
The healer in our settlement used to say the same thing about my brother.
And suddenly I am telling her my truth, my real pain.
“My little brother,” I say quietly. “He was born with a body like yours—small and light. Different. His spine, his legs, his lungs—none of it worked right. The healer tried. Nothing we could do. He only lived to his ninth year.”
“I’m sorry,” she whispers, and I can tell she means it.
“If we had lived somewhere less harsh, less wretched, with better food, more healers and medicinal resources—perhaps he could have survived longer.”
“That’s why you’re doing this,” she says. “For him.”
“Not for him. He’s dead. I do it for others like him.”
“And when you spoke to me, when I was dying—you took pity on me because of your brother.”
I drag myself into a sitting position, my very bones vibrating with dread. “That wasn’t—you didn’t hear me speak to you.”
“But I did.”
“No, you couldn’t have,” I grit out, desperate for her to understand. “It’s impossible, because I didn’t say any of it aloud. Only in my mind.” It can’t be true. She can’t have heard me through the ether. She isn’t the one meant for me—such a fate would be too strange, too cruel.
She stares, her mouth open in shock. She has finally realized how odd it is that she heard me summon her back to life, when I never said anything to her aloud.
Before she can reply, Zeha re-enters the tent. “I’ve sent a hawk for the healer. You should eat and drink, Cronan. You’ve lost a lot of blood.”
She sets a tray down beside me and hands Ixiana a bowl as well. “Made with water, not milk,” she says. “Jili told me you cannot stomach milk.”
“Yes.” Ixiana nods, gratitude softening her features. “Thank you.”
And my sister smiles at her.
Wonderful. Another one falls under this girl’s spell.
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When I’m done eating, I toss a blanket at the girl and lie back in the furs. The pain of my wounds is growing worse, and there’s a sickening weakness spreading through my body from the loss of blood. If the healer does not come, I will have a long journey to recovery, if I survive at all. Despite the application of the burning liquor to my thigh wound and my other injuries, they could still fester and rot, poisoning my veins.
But the healer does arrive, hours later. He always comes to the aid of my clan.
He does not speak this time, or ask about payment. Perhaps he and Zeha already made some arrangement—an addition to the ever-growing debt we owe him.
It is fascinating to watch his eyes turn golden as he works, to see how the lines of living light uncurl from his fingertips and stitch together the ragged parts of my body until they are whole and hearty again. As the pain recedes, I think of the girl, the cause of my injuries. I think of her crawling toward me, the shape of her breasts and her mouth, the touch of her hand on my lower belly.
Emana’s healing light moves toward my face, to tend the spot where the girl hit me with a stick, but I shake my head. “Leave the bruise alone,” I murmur.
He lifts an eyebrow quizzically, but he nods.
When he has finished his work, and we nod briefly to each other before he leaves the tent.
I rise from my bed of furs. I am naked, my skin bare to the warm air of the tent, bathed in the firelight. Standing here, wearing nothing, while the slim soft shape of the girl lies so nearby—it is almost more temptation than I can bear. She’s curled beneath the blanket, and all I can see is her delicate profile and one smooth cheek washed pink with warmth. Her yellow hair is tangled, but I long to touch it anyway.
Part of me wants to lie down beside her, tuck her against my chest, and protect her from everything in this dangerous world, including me—because another part of my soul truly hates her, wants to kill her right now and send her head back to her father, as is the clans’ custom with enemy prisoners. And yet another part of me wants to rip aside the blankets, pull down her trousers, and shove myself inside her.
That is something I would never do to an unwilling woman, or a woman asleep. And even if she agreed to it, I could not allow myself to betray my goals, and my people, by coupling with the enemy—even if she did hear my voice through the ether.
Ether-speak would mean she is my life-mate. Mine… my mate…
My cock bobs, half-erect, and need vibrates through my belly, through my bones. An image of my release sprinkling the girl’s sleeping face flashes through my mind.
I am a sick fool.
Swearing quietly at myself, I dress quickly and hurry outside.
It’s nearly dawn. The camp is quiet, and all but a few are still sleeping.
I step behind my tent. My erection is thick, tight, almost painful, pushing relentlessly against my breeches. I’ve barely pulled it free and begun to stroke it before I come, my chest heaving and my body shaking.
I want her. Gods. I want her.
This craving for her isn’t going away. It’s growing worse.
My anger at myself is a constant cloud hovering over my heart. With its shadow oppressing me, I trudge back to my tent and push my way through the flap.
The girl is awake. Her hand is buried somewhere under the blanket, moving with a telltale rhythm, and her face is tipped back, eyes half-lidded, mouth open—
When I step inside, she whips her hand out from under the blanket. If the movement hadn’t already betrayed her, the look of flushed guilt on her face would do it. She was pleasuring herself, not three minutes after I stood over her naked and thought of the filthy things I wanted to do to her.
The realization makes my heart thump, hard and bright and painful.
She is attracted to me in the same reluctant animal way I crave her.
But I refuse to yield. I will focus on attending to my hostage’s basic needs until she is ransomed. Nothing more.
Kaja pushes past my leg, prowling into the tent. She is used to the cold, but occasionally she enjoys basking in the warmth of a fire. This time, the girl does not scream at her presence.
“You need to relieve yourself,” I tell my captive. “Kaja and I will go with you so you do not run.”
I unlock the girl’s ankle chain, and when she rises I tuck my huge hand under the tangle of her hair, across the smooth nape of her neck. I killed the three nearby jäkel last night, but she will need more bones in her hair today, lest any others come nosing around, hungry for flesh and for souls. I cannot bear the thought of them crunching her tender body, sucking out the intrepid soul behind those brown eyes.
For now, she’ll be safe with me.
Guiding her with the pressure of my hand, I walk the girl out among the trees, until we’re far enough from my warriors for her to feel comfortable relieving herself.
“Is it always this cold?” she asks.
“Almost always.” I halt, pulling her to a stop as well. “Here. You can piss and shit here.”
She makes a face at me. “Turn around.”
The adorable scrunch of her nose and mouth almost makes me laugh. “Why? I’ve already seen your body.”
“But you haven’t seen me do those messy things, and I’d like to keep it that way.”
At the thought of her crouching, spreading her legs, my blood pulses hotter through my veins. “My people and I do it in each other’s presence all the time. It’s part of living out here. Part of war.”
“So you walked me out here to give me privacy from your people, but you want to watch?” Her grimace deepens. “You’re disgusting.”
I am. I truly am. She has no idea how disgusting I could be…
“I don’t want to watch,” I tell her. “But I—faen, Kaja—you watch her.” I turn my back and move away, putting some distance between us.
My warriors and I must stay in place today. We must wait for a message from her people, a response to my ransom demand. I have to find a way to pass the time. I cannot sit in the tent with her all day, or I will give in to my lust and pull her to me, kiss her pale pretty face until it is scarlet, crush her lips with my mouth until they are bruised.
No, I cannot endure waiting in the tent. I need to set myself at odds with the girl—antagonize her, fight with her, and fuel my hate. I need to remember who she is—an enemy—yet I cannot actually damage her myself. The thought of striking her with fist or weapon makes my stomach churn.
I have an idea—a way to punish her for escaping while reminding myself of the malevolence between us.
When we’re back in the tent, the girl moves toward the post, apparently expecting me to chain her again.
But instead, I smile. “We’ll be waiting here today for word from your father,” I tell her. “And I think, while we wait, I’m going to punish you.”
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I allow the girl time to eat breakfast and to have the bones braided into her hair again. I’m not sure what magic Jili knows, but she manages to comb my prisoner’s snarled hair and return it to its usual silky state. Most of Jili weaves into braids, but she leaves a few locks loose, shining over the girl’s shoulder, tantalizing me. I watch the process with a frown, my jaw set firmly. No sign of my inner turmoil will escape today. None shall see how this girl unsettles me.
Once her preparations are complete, I take the girl outside again. She eyes my warriors, who are using the extra time to spar, wash, and eat.
When she lingers too long, I call to her. “Mouse.”
She pulls her attention from the warriors and focuses on me, moving into the forest where I stand waiting for her.
Today she looks like one of my people—dressed in our leathers and furs, wearing our boots, with her hair in the style of our women. The morning sunlight pools in her eyes, turning them to honeyed-gold, and my heart clenches.
“Your face is still bruised,” she says. There’s an unspoken question between us—why didn’t I ask the healer to soothe that injury?
“I told him to leave it,” I growl. “To remind me not to trust you.”
Her eyes turn wary. “Where are we going?”
“Not far.”
“Are you going to hurt me?” Her body is tense. Through the space between her parted lips, I can see that her small white teeth are shut tight. She is afraid of me. She wants to run.
This is good. This fear is what I want—it will prompt me to despise her again, to hate her. Her alarm summons me, draws me step by step back to her, until I can grasp her chin. My thumb sweeps across her lower lip, probing the curve of the soft flesh. I love the way it yields to my touch.
“Yes,” I say quietly. “I am going to hurt you.”
A shiver passes through the girl’s body. “Please don’t. I won’t try to run again.”
“I can’t trust you, little mouse. You broke your word, and you tried to steal my horse. If another warrior did those things to me, I would kill them. Now walk, before I make you crawl to our destination.”
Wonder of wonders, she obeys me. She doesn’t run, perhaps because she knows if she tries it, I’ll catch her. I’d love nothing more than to chase her through the forest and slam my body into hers, bearing her down to the ground, pressing her slender shape into the snow—
I cut off the thoughts and focus on finding a good place for the lesson I have planned. In a wide clearing I halt, and I order her to stand in its center. “Close your eyes,” I add.
Her thin fingers compress into tight fists, and she swallows hard, but she closes her eyes, lifting her face to the bright morning. I see her inhale deeply of the cold, fresh air. She’s still anxious, but the crisp scent of the woods seems to soothe her a little.
She looks so fragile, standing in the snowy clearing in the cold light, with the blood-veined trees ringed around her. She is weaponless, defenseless. Vulnerable. Why did no one ever teach her how to protect herself, how to be strong?
Perhaps they tried, and she was too proud or too comfortable to listen.
Now she has no choice. She must learn. This session will be both punishment and training for her. And for me, it will trigger my hatred again, my instinct to battle people like her—soft people who steal what isn’t theirs through treachery and deceit.
Quietly I approach her from behind and wrap my arm around her tiny throat. My other hand grips her waist. Now her head is locked, and she is entirely in my power.
I hear her sharp gasp, and I sense the paralyzing fear thrumming through her body.
I lower my mouth to her ear. “Self-defense is about using your enemy’s weak points against them. Sometimes even strength can be a weakness. It can make a man so bold he forgets to be careful. Now show me how you would get out of this hold.”
“Wait,” she breathes. “Are you trying to teach me—”
I remove my hand from her waist and crush it across her mouth. “Show me.”
She bucks a little. It’s pitifully ineffective.
“Your strength won’t help you, since you have none,” I tell her. “Find my weak points.”
She jerks her head backward, perhaps trying to ram her skull into my mouth, but I’m no longer speaking into her ear, so I’m too tall. Her head clunks against my breastbone. She vents her pain in an angry squeal, and it reminds me so much of a snow mouse’s cry that I chuckle.
In response, she kicks backward, trying to hit me in the balls.
“A good thought,” I say. “But now you’re off-balance, see?”
I remove the headlock and pull my hands away from her body, and she wavers mid-kick before toppling into the snowy grass. I throw myself on top of her, caging her body with mine. She lies beneath me, panting.
“And now I have you pinned,” I continue. “You should have used your elbow to jab my stomach or side. You should also twist your head into my elbow and then duck your chin and wriggle down. Jab, twist, duck.”
“And that will work?” She’s afraid, but she’s eager, too. There’s a fighter inside her.
Still, her spirit is no match for my brutal power. “No. Not against someone like me.”
“Then why should I try?”
I leap to my feet. “Again.”
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Several more times I pull her into a headlock, but instead of stirring my animosity and triggering my battle spirit, I find myself rooting for the girl, wanting her to succeed, eager for her to best me even in a small way. And she tries, but she’s simply too weak, too inexperienced. She manages to graze her boot against my groin once, but it doesn’t hurt. It feels good.
“Mm, that tickles,” I say mockingly.
She’s seething now, practically snarling. I back up, widening the space between us, and I pace around her. There’s a keen flush in her cheeks, a rabid light in her eyes. For all her physical weakness, she looks absolutely murderous.
Good. Let her try to kill me. So far this session hasn’t spurred my hate; if anything, I admire her persistence.
I need to raise the stakes.
I draw my favorite knife from its sheath at the back of my belt. Then I flip it quickly and catch the blade. Her eyes widen at the display of my skill, and my pride swells foolishly.
I hand the blade to her, hilt-first. “Attack me with this. Try to kill me.”
“What?” She cringes, tucking both hands against her chest. “You’re unarmed.”
The cuteness of her, thinking she could even get close to killing me. At least she has some sense of honor about killing a weaponless man. I can’t help laughing—a real, full laugh that heals something inside me. There are many cracks in my heart, but it feels as if one of them closed up, sealed like my wounds from last night.
When I laugh, the girl almost smiles.
“You think you’ll be able to touch me with that?” I tease her. “Take it.”
Her almost-smile fades as she cautiously accepts the weapon. She looks terrified of it. “I don’t like knives, or any weapons, really.”
I scoff. “Such brazen privilege. What kind of world do you think you live in, Mouse? A safe one? No. Do you think your people cower and whimper when I come for their goods, when I burn their homes? No, damn you, they fight. They resist. So fight me.”
Fight me, I plead internally, desperately. Stop me from craving you so deeply. Carve your image from my brain so I won’t be plagued by the desire to fuck you. Fuck you. Gods, I want to fuck you.
I step toward her, and she retreats with a tiny gasp, reading the lust in my eyes. She whispers, “My mother says your men rape our women sometimes.”
The harsh truth is a punch to my gut. “I am not the only warlord of the north, and I do not control all the raiding parties. I don’t take women in that way, but it is a war tactic employed for generations by many armies. The act of invading the body as well as the land breaks the enemy’s spirit more quickly.”
“It’s horrible.”
“Yes. War is horrible. Loss is horrible. The way my people were uprooted and forced out of their own land was horrible. The way your father’s men mutilate my people when they capture them, and hang their dying bodies from the outpost towers—that is horrible.”
“But you perpetuate horror,” she says bravely, though her lips tremble. “You embrace it and inspire it.”
She’s challenging me—a man three times her size, with a band of warriors at my call. She dares to criticize me, thinking me murderous and callous, thinking I delight in death. Nothing could be further from the truth.
I walk forward until the knife she’s holding prods the center of my chest. Poised there, at the edge of her mercy, I collect her braids and tilt her head backward, so she’s forced to meet my eyes. “I took you so I could bargain for my people’s rightful inheritance, rather than killing for it.”
“So this is you being peaceable.” She laughs in my face. And that careless, scornful laugh finally triggers my hatred again. Resentment and fury rise above my lust, above my admiration, submerging every thought except those of vengeance.
“Never,” I growl at her. “I will never be at peace with one of your kind. When I look at you, I see blood and pain. I see my people starving through long winters, dying in the cold while thieves enjoy the bounty of our ancestral land. When I look at you,” I hiss, “I see an enemy who deserves to die.”
Her breathing is light and panicked—I want to lean in and feel the rhythmic swell of her breasts against my chest, but the knife is braced between us. I can only bend my head nearer, my gaze darting to her lips.
The force of my will is a chokehold, keeping me from closing that gap, throttling my desire by sheer force of will.
I roar my rage and distress, and I throw the girl backward, away from me. “I’m going to hurt you, mouse,” I shout, while she cringes. “I’m going to take everything from you. Stop me.”
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I give the girl a second or two—and then I charge at her.
She waves the knife at me, comically, uselessly. With my forearm I block her flailing arm, and the dagger spins away, landing amid the snow and grass.
“Again,” I command. “Pick it up.”
She makes a soft sound, fumbling in the snow with cold-reddened fingers. But she doesn’t collapse weeping at my feet—she eyes me while I pace in a circle around her. She watches me keenly, and then she charges, her knife whipping through air. She almost surprised me, but not quite.
I slam my arm against hers, preventing the blade from contacting my skin.
She winces as our arms collide. “Your bones are made of stone.”
And yours are twigs, far too thin. “Again. Come at me this time. I won’t attack you, I will only defend.”
I step back and stand still, my chest bared to her blade.
Her eyes light up. There is a bit of the cat in this mouse after all. I almost smile as she stalks toward me; she’s mimicking my slow prowl from earlier.
For a moment, I hope she’ll draw a little blood. That would encourage her.
But she moves her hand back and tenses, signaling the charge before she darts in, and I can’t let such a sloppy attack go unpunished. My wrist slams into her elbow, knocking it aside, and I shove a palm against her chest.
Too hard—I shoved her too hard—gods. I didn’t intend for her to be flung so far. But I swallow my guilt and say, “Don’t rush in blindly. You have to aim for some vital part of me. Pick your target, and attack with purpose.”
The girl sets her teeth, and my heart pumps a little faster at the look of murderous fury in her eyes. Her rage excites me, stirs me deep in my bones. I want to collide with her, fight her, fuck her—
No. Not that again.
Now she’s hesitating, caught in some inner conflict.
“What are you waiting for?” I say. “Choose your target, and come at me.”
But her fury is fading, yielding to her discomfort. “You’re just going to hurt my arm again,” she says.
“Mouse,” I growl. “Attack me.”
“No.” She lifts her small chin, defiant. “I don’t like this. I’ve never liked training. I’m not a warrior, and you can’t turn me into one. I’m not sure why you’d want to.”
My dick stirs at her boldness, at the red-cheeked beauty of her. “Are you defying me?”
Her rosy mouth pouts. She lets the dagger fall and folds her arms across her chest.
That mouth. That lower lip swelling, the top one arched disdainfully above it. I want those lips sliding along my shaft, licking me clean after a good roaring release. More than that, I want to pull her into my arms afterward and curl up together, and talk of foolish things that have nothing to do with war and pain.
And that second impulse scares me more than the first.
The first is only lust. The second reeks of commitment and affection.
Lust, I can handle.
“You’ll attack and accept your punishment,” I tell her, “or you’ll take my dick in your mouth right now.”
Her eyes flare wide. “You wouldn’t.”
A swell of warmth in my chest, because I’m glad she knows I won’t force her. But I say, low and threatening, “Would you like to test me?”
And she hesitates.
She hesitates, red lips parting slightly, her tongue passing between them. I don’t think she even knows she licked her lips. Gods have mercy on me.
She is considering it. Thinking about putting me in her mouth.
But she has too much pride to admit she wants me. “Sick bastard,” she snaps, snatching the knife from the ground. She dashes toward me, poking at my chest with the blade and then ducking, aiming for my stomach.
I grip her wrist before she stabs me. “An attempted feint. Good. Try again.”
And she does. Over and over she tries, with a persistence to equal most of the warriors I’ve trained. Her breath is ragged, and her limbs are visibly shaking from exertion. She’s sweating, too—she has taken off her outer layers. Now she wears only her leather pants, her boots, and a loose-necked red shirt that shows the fine bones of her chest, above her breasts. She’s so thin and weak, so plucky and persevering. I want to let her stop, to tell her she can rest, but she seems determined to keep going, and I refuse to openly show mercy. Maybe I can force her to pause, to be still. To give up and realize that beating me is hopeless.
Or maybe, if she believes the danger is great enough, she will surprise me.
“I’m going to attack you again,” I tell her. “And this time I won’t stop. The threat is real, do you understand? I will do what I like to you, unless you stop me.”
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The girl is more alert than ever, poised and tense, ready for my attack. Her eyes follow my every movement as I walk toward her, as I pace in a slow half-circle.
I’m heavily muscled and big-boned, but I’m no slow, ponderous man. I’ve had to move quickly to escape danger all my life.
When I’m ready, I launch myself at her, quick as blinking, and I crash into her body, tackling her to the ground. Again, too hard. I’m not used to training or fighting with someone so fragile.
She’s splayed helpless under me, but when I try to gently tweak her wrist and make her release the knife, she only grips it tighter, bumping her knee into my balls. My sack is too tough for a nudge like that to affect me, but she seems to think she has a chance. She shrieks in my face like a crazed demon, and her white teeth snap together, barely missing my nose.
I love it.
I love her—
No. Faen, what I mean is, I love the fight I can see in her.
But I need to soothe my little mouse. I need to keep her down until she calms and settles, or she might make herself sick.
“Good, mouse. Very good,” I croon to her. “See how I’ve pinned your hands? Twist your wrists, if you can. Make your hands small, and try to slip them out. Do whatever you can to distract me while you get free—spit at me, bite at me, strike my forehead with yours.”
“That will hurt me more than you,” she gasps.
“True.” I grin at her. I know very well she can’t get free. Yielding to an instinct, I rest my body against hers, hoping the weight will calm her. But I’m still aroused, even more so now that we’re in direct contact. She inhales a tiny breath when the lump of my cock nestles between her legs, and her cheeks turn even redder. She attempts to pull her hands free—futile, of course. Then she relaxes on the ground, with my body pressed to hers.
“You’re not even trying,” I murmur.
“What’s the use?” she whispers.
Heat flows between us, pounding through my blood until it makes my mind foggy and desperate.
I adjust my position, kneeling, straddling my prisoner. Then I take the wrists I’ve been holding and pin them above her head—both slender wrists in my left hand, so her torso is stretched, exposed to me. I am not sure what I plan to do. I only know that I need to touch her.
“So you’re giving up?” I say hoarsely, while my right hand slides along her waist, under her shirt. Her skin is fever-hot and smooth. I can feel the shallow flex of her flat stomach with her rapid breathing. I can feel every ripple of her ribs. And there—faen—the swell of one small breast. Her lips part and her lashes flutter, so I rub my thumb along the soft curve.
She doesn’t tell me to stop. But she sucks in a quick breath and begins trying to twist her hands out of my grasp. I don’t care. I am gripped by a hunger for her, a hunger like I’ve never known for a woman. I pull my hand from beneath her shirt just as she manages to wriggle one hand from my grip.
Immediately I wrap my fingers firmly between her legs, and she freezes.
Through the pliable leather I can feel the soft heat of her, the shape of her mound.
“This is mine if I want it,” I whisper.
I know if I ask Ixiana for her body, she will give it to me willingly. I’m not sure how I know it, but I do.
She makes a soft sound—a whimper of fear.
What am I doing?
By the gods, does she believe I would really hurt her? Perhaps I read her wrong.
I am such a fool.
Sighing, I withdraw my hand and rise, standing beside her prone form. Angry at myself, I let harsh words spill out.
“You failed,” I tell her. “You got one hand free, but you didn’t reclaim the knife. You’re right. It’s pointless trying to teach you anything. You’ve got no will, no strength of heart. You’ll let yourself die or be claimed by anyone stronger than you.”
I stride away from her, toward the tree stump where I left my cloak. My arousal has faded, chased away when I realized she was actually afraid of me. Until that moment, I had thought she liked making me hard, and that she enjoyed knowing I want to claim her.
I shake out my cloak and start to put it on, but a series of raspy, jerking gasps catch my attention. I glance back at Ixiana. She’s on her feet, but she’s bent over, making odd sounds.
“What is this?” I frown, stepping nearer.
Ixiana is wheezing, straining for breath, and my heart drops like a rock from a cliff. She collapses into the snow, her fingers raking at her throat as if she’s so desperate for air that she’s trying to tear her flesh open. She reaches out to me, her brown eyes soft and pleading.
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My heart reaches Ixiana before I do—flung out of my chest, cracking with panic as she struggles for air.
I sit in the snow, wrapping one arm around her. “What happened? You can’t breathe?” Her stomach keeps sucking in and out with frantic failed attempts to draw breath. I place one hand over her belly. “Calm down, mouse. Try to relax.”
Ixiana’s hand flashes, whipping the knife from beneath her thigh. Jabbing it toward my throat.
It is here. Death.
I saw it in my brother’s eyes. I recognize it, and it knows my name.
The tip of the knife slits my skin, barely. It’s the right spot, right over my pulsing vein.
She’s my enemy, my captive. She should kill me.
And yet she does not.
She breathes hard, frozen mid-attack, her beautiful brown eyes fixed on mine.
Swallowing against the knife-point, I wrap my hand around her small icy fingers. She lets me shift the dagger away from my neck.
She tricked me. Fooled me into thinking she was dying. Counted on my compassion, or my need for the ransom—used that against me, and nearly stabbed me through the throat. One firm thrust from her, and my red blood would have spewed across this snowy field.
Of course then Zeha and my warriors would have killed the girl. Perhaps that is why she spared me.
It is foolish to assume any other reason for her mercy.
“You wicked little liar,” I whisper to her. “Do you have any honor at all?”
She’s staring at me, wide-eyed and panting, as shocked as I am that I’m not dead. “It wasn’t entirely a lie. I do have breathing troubles. Sometimes they get so bad I pass out.” She chatters on without pulling her hand from mine, without trying to move away from the protective circle of my arm. “Our healer back home made a special tonic for me—distilled herbs and mineral water infused with magic. Two puffs in my mouth will loosen my throat and lungs when they’re closing up. But for healthy lungs, it causes spasms and retching. One of my brothers tried it once, and he was sick everywhere.” She gives me a small smile, as if she is trying to rouse my good humor.
I’m relieved she’s all right. I’m also angry at myself for the terror I felt in that moment, when I thought something was wrong with her. When I thought she might die.
I refuse to smile back. “You tricked me, mouse.”
“I’m not sorry.”
“Honor is for warriors. But there is a law that trumps any code of honor, and that is survival.” I nod to her. “You did what you had to do. But you also spoiled your last chance of besting me, because I won’t fall for that ruse again. You should have killed me when you had the chance.”
Grimly I pull away from her, taking the dagger with me.
She cannot die, this one. I have to teach her how to keep herself alive. Somehow I have to make her strong, or when she leaves me, the world will eat her.
“You’re weak,” I say, getting to my feet. “A little mewling soft thing who can lie, but not kill. Your trick gets you nowhere unless you’re willing to follow through.”
She speaks so low I barely catch the words. “I prefer you alive.”
My heart thumps harder. “Why? You know what I’ve done to your people, what I plan to do.”
“When you were just ‘warlords and raiders,’ it was easier to hate you,” she says. “Easier to condemn and despise. But you have faces now, and families. You have pain and a past. I see you, and I see myself through your eyes. So no—I cannot wish you dead. And I certainly can’t kill you myself.”
She’s so fragile, sitting at my feet in the snow. Such a small woman. But her heart—by the Bloodsalt, it’s more tender than I expected.
Yet this too could be a trick. She is from the districts, after all, a Southerner from below the mountains. She cannot be trusted, as she has proved over and over.
But she did not kill me. She prefers me alive.
I prefer her alive, too.
I prefer her alive and breathing. I prefer her heartbeat against mine, so I can feel that it is still there. I want to feel it now.
Before I can yield to my strange impulse and drag Ixiana to my chest, my sister comes through the trees with one of her hawks. My tiger Kaja paces at her side.
“There you are,” Zeha says. “We’ve received a reply from the girl’s father. They took our messenger prisoner, as we expected, but they allowed him to send back my snow-hawk with this.”
She holds the messenger tube out to me.
I hate the tubes—they are so tiny, about the width of Ixiana’s finger. I pry the cap off and try to shake the tiny curl of paper free, but it’s stuck. I shake it harder, and Ixiana jumps up. “Let me.”
Fine. Let her try to wrangle the wretched thing.
I drop the tube into her palm. Quickly, daintily, she plucks the message out and blinks at me. “I assume you read? Or shall I read it for you?”
“Of course I can read.” I grab the slip of paper and unroll it, somehow managing not to tear it, thank the gods, or Ixiana would probably have snickered at me. She must think me the worst kind of stupid, meaty barbarian.
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I shift my stance so Zeha can read along with me. The message is short and sharp—a thorough rejection of the ransom demand. My sister was right—I asked for too much. I can see it on her face now—the peeved yet triumphant look she wears whenever she is proven correct.
Perhaps I’m going about this the wrong way. Perhaps I should have tried to rally the other bickering warlords and create an army big enough to take on Ixiana’s father and his forces. But many of the clans are rivals, competitors. The challenge of getting them all to cooperate would be enormous, and if I managed it, there would be weeks or months of horrible bloodshed afterward, as we tried to push the Southerners off their stolen land. They are entrenched there. Not easy to dislodge.
I don’t like killing. I never have. I kill the village watch or town guard during our raids, when they resist us, but I don’t enjoy the images that cling in my mind afterward—split bone, smashed skulls, seeping blood, blank eyes. I cannot imagine all that compounded by hundreds or thousands during an all-out war.
So much death.
If Ixiana’s parents and the Cheimhold prince will yield to me and give me what I want, all that can be avoided. My people can gain a foothold in the South and slowly build strength, pushing outward, undermining the current leadership until we can take control. There will be some fighting, some violence, but it will be slower, a subtle invasion.
Ixiana shifts, restless. “Well? When can I go home?”
I look at her above the edge of the message. “You can’t.”
“What?” Her face pales.
“Your parents and Prince Havil have rejected my price, and they make no counter-offer. Which means they are leaving you in my hands.” I crush the message between my palms and turn to my sister. “They may send search parties over the mountains to look for her. We should pack up camp and return home. Once we’ve withdrawn far enough, we can count on the wilderness and the jäkel to take care of our enemies for us.”
Zeha shakes her head. “And what will we do with her?”
“We’ll wait. When they realize they can’t find her and I’m not giving her back, they may be willing to bargain. And if not, I will do what we discussed.”
My other plan is a last resort if all else fails. I’ve spoken of it to Zeha. If the Southerners continue to refuse our demands, I will marry the district leader’s daughter, with or without her consent. That will compel her father open talks with me. Once Ixiana and I are bonded, he will be forced to the negotiation table.
When I first broached the topic to Zeha, I felt a sick dread in my stomach at the idea of marrying an enemy. But now I’ve seen the girl who would be my wife. I’ve pictured bedding her a hundred times. More importantly, she has heard my voice through the ether. There is something between us, a connection I cannot explain. I hate it, but it makes the idea of marrying her a little less wretched.
“Cronan.” My sister grips my arm. “I can’t let you do that. You only get one life-bond. I won’t let you sacrifice that joy by tying yourself to the daughter of our enemy.”
“Life-bond?” Ixiana’s voice shrills a little. “What are you talking about?”
“If your father and the prince refuse to bargain with me for your life, I will take you as my wife.” I ball my fists, stoutly ignoring the thrill that passes through me at the words my wife. “Among our people, the life-bond is sacred, and can only be broken in the rarest of circumstances. Once the bond is knit by a Shaman of the Bloodsalt, it will link our very souls. And when you are my wife, your father will be forced to acknowledge me.”
Again that thrill. What have I become? I’m acting like a beardless boy of fifteen, with a head full of nonsense and a dick that spends more time up than down.
Zeha is explaining our marriage customs more fully to the girl. “Such a bond is usually reserved for the deepest kind of love. Our people may pair with whomever they wish, share a bed, have children—but they do not life-bond until they can hear each other’s thought-voices through the ether.”
“The ether?” Ixiana asks.
No. No, she cannot know what that is, or what it means.
“Enough!” I bark. “I will give the order to pack up camp. Zeha, the girl rides with you.”
I walk away, huge strides that place as much distance as possible between me and the two women.
I cannot marry the girl. Ixiana. I cannot marry her. She is not right for me, not what I planned or pictured. Olsa is the ideal kind of wife. A warrior, strong and healthy and beautiful. She is of my kind, with the same customs and beliefs. Even though I have not heard Olsa through the ether, or felt the urge to bed her, our friendship is foundation enough for a future.
Yet as we pack up our camp, as we ride deeper into the lands I know so well, I cannot stop thinking of the slim blonde woman riding with my sister. I miss her presence in my saddle, and her light, warm weight against me. I miss her questions—sharp, like thorns, prodding at the things I know to be true, testing me.
To distract myself, I make plans. Plans that do not involve her. Plans to take over a village below the mountains, and strengthen it, and move some of our weaker, sicker clan members there so they can live in better conditions. I think of ways to gradually extend my people’s influence and strategies for slowly overtaking our ancestral lands. I ponder defenses, spy placements, raids, and political moves.
But through it all weaves a bright thought—that after I return Ixiana to her people and claim our new bit of Southern land, I will be closer to her. We will live on the same side of the mountains.
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I have often failed to protect those I love.
I could not alter my brother’s body to make him suited for the harsh conditions of our wild land. Nor could I mend my mother’s spirit, which tore when he died, leaving her so wretched that she chose death instead of staying with my father, with Zeha, with me.
I was the one who found her, leaking blood from her throat onto the snow behind our lodge, under her favorite lonn tree. My father was heartbroken, but his grief manifested as rage, as a pure unbridled anger at his soul-bonded mate for being so cruel as to leave him alone with the pain of losing their son.
My mother killed herself with my sister’s hawk’s-head knife, the one my parents gave Zeha for her birthday. Why my mother ended her life with that blade, I will never understand. It was a cruel choice. Zeha never wanted to touch the knife again, but I took it, and I used it to kill Southerners. It’s the knife I lent to Ixiana while we were training.
Zeha and I scattered my mother’s ashes under the tree where she died. Afterward Zeha said, tight-lipped, “Done is forgotten,” and walked away. But I took winflower seeds and scattered them among the ashes. They bloom every quarter-thaw.
I could not protect my father from sinking into the pit where he now wallows, drowning himself nightly in drink and sleeping most of the next day. It’s a shameful life for one of our people. We prize work, action, and strength. Most members of my clan do not understand the darkness that consumes my father. I understand, for it is always clawing at the back of my mind like a jäkel itching to steal my soul.
I’ve tried to pull my father out of the dark. When I’m at home I pour out his drink, and I chastise the few in the village who provide it to him, but I cannot remove the temptation altogether. My people craft various kinds of strong liquor, to warm our bodies and ease our hearts after dark days of labor or battle. Liquor is plentiful in the settlement, and my father has become adept at obtaining it through various means. In his cunning and devotion to that task, I see glimmers of the clever man he once was. Always lazy, by my mother’s account, clever in sidestepping labor yet still achieving the result he wanted. “He could talk a woad-rat into jumping down a wrygebeast’s throat,” she’d once said.
Now all that’s left of his manipulative ways is his devotion to drink. Perhaps Zeha inherited that verbal skill of his—she has always been better at diplomacy than I am.
I could not protect Zeha, either. I could not save her from the ache of what happened to our family, or from the fire-bomb that exploded in her face during a village raid. We could not find a healer for days, and by then the cuts were already beginning to seal on their own. When we finally got to him, Emana did what he could, but he explained that once a wound healed past a certain point, he could not undo the scarring. My sister bears a scattering of small white scars all over her face to this day.
When I glance back at my sister, she’s talking in low tones with the prisoner. They both look deathly serious. What can she and Ixiana have to discuss?
A dread certainty shadows my heart—the certainty that I cannot protect Ixiana, any more than I’ve protected anyone else. I have brought her here, into this perilous land of mine, because I never expected to care whether she lives or dies. Yet I do. And that caring makes me tender inside, raw and vulnerable, like an open wound.
She is one more person I will lose.
One of the men begins a chant as we ride, and I join in, if only to keep my mind off dark things for a while. We chant for a long time, until we have crossed a frozen lake and moved into the Singing Forest. Not a pretty name to those who know what lurks here—ice-wyrms, like eels that fly tree-to-tree. Beautiful creatures they are, with iridescent scales, but packed with teeth and mad with hunger.
The last few times I passed this way, the ice-wyrms tended to cluster in the east, along the fringes of the forest where they could soak in the sunshine. I can only hope they remain far from our route. Cutting straight through this belt of trees is the best way to put distance between us and any pursuers from Ixiana’s people.
Part of me wants to let them find her and reclaim her. She could return to her own kind and be safe, away from all this. But then I think of the people in my settlement who need the ransom the most—the Kilda twins, and old Dale, and Elstad with her weak heart. There’s Fehn, who has struggled with her recent pregnancy—she and the baby are still frail. There’s Gill, who contracted flesh-fever three years ago and requires a special tonic to keep it at bay. The children of our village are strong, but some of them suffer from the lack of fresh vegetables and milk. Last growing season’s crops were small, and a bout of skaggrot thinned our herd of musk oxen.
I am doing this for those people, and for others. It is not about me, or Ixiana. I have souls who depend on me to keep them alive.
The Singing Forest closes around us, its deadly beauty stealing my breath. The trees are bone-thin, straight, and impossibly tall, set so close together that it’s difficult for horses to get through in places. White foliage forms a canopy far overhead. These trees are unusually hard, almost metallic and nearly impossible to chop down, but I’ve seen cross-sections a few times. They’re completely hollow inside, with scarlet veins running along the tube-like interior from roots to crowns.
“Ware, and keep watch,” I shout to my people. There is no sign of ice-wyrms, but I want my warriors to be alert and cautious.
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My heart stirs, anxious and restless because Zeha and Ixiana are too far from me. I’ve avoided looking at Ixiana during our journey, but now I turn and meet her eyes. Then I wave for Zeha to bring her horse closer to mine.
As my sister spurs her mare alongside Hyval, the anxiety in my heart eases a little, simply because Ixiana is nearer, she is here.
I don’t look at her, but I need to warn her of the danger in this place, so I say, “This wood is infested with ice-wyrms. The swarms usually stay in the treetops near the eastern edge of the forest during the day, so we should be safe.”
“What are ice-wyrms?” she asks.
“Pray to the gods you never find out.”
“That’s not much of an answer,” she protests. “Why even mention them if you won’t tell me—”
But amid her words I hear the sound I’ve been dreading—the shimmering jingle of tiny metallic scales ringing against the hollow tree trunks around us.
I lift my hand, a caution to our company, and I listen, praying to the gods for mercy.
I rarely pray, and the gods never listen.
Again the tinkling sound, unmistakable.
My worst fear. A swarm of ice-wyrms, swift as arrows, lethal as time itself.
“Weapons!” I roar. “Spread out in pairs, and run for the open!”
We have fled from ice-wyrms before. We know their ways. If we can keep moving, keep zigzagging and dodging, if we can knock them away when they come for our throats—we might survive this.
As I draw my sword, the ice-wyrms shoot out of the forest, pearly lines snaking through the trees, whipping against trunks to propel themselves through the air.
Belwyn is riding ahead of me. He does not have his sword out yet, the fool—
They slice him open, him and the horse. He falls first, and the mare collapses beside him. The white undergrowth is already painted with their spewing blood. I can do nothing for them.
Pain constricts my heart. But I’m grateful, too, in a sick, secret way, because Belwyn’s body and the horse’s carcass will occupy most of the swarm now. We have only to fend off the stragglers as we ride out of this accursed wood.
Perhaps I would be more pained if the fallen man was anyone else. But like Rif, Belwyn has little respect for the women of the towns we raid. Recently I’ve heard rumors about the things he’s done, rumors I planned to address once we reach our settlement again. Now I won’t have to.
I scan the forest, eyes raking the white trees, seeking any flash of scales. “Faster!” I bellow to my people.
The horses weave through the close-set trees as fast as they can, but it’s impossible to break into a full gallop in this maze. More ice-wyrms are slithering up the tree trunks and launching themselves at my warriors, gliding in mid-air, fins flared and jaws open, intent on carnage. I hate how small and swift they are. I hate their many rows of tiny teeth, perfect for gnawing into flesh and screwing through bones.
Zeha has her weapon out, and she’s defending herself and the captive. Ixiana holds the reins of the mare.
I can’t watch them too long or I’ll be ice-wyrm fodder myself. I slam the flat of my blade against one oncoming wyrm, then slash through several more. Kaja is leaping along beside me, batting away the serpents with her great paws. She catches one in her teeth and chomps through it, rainbow scales scattering in her wake.
My sister cries out in pain, and my head whips toward her. But she’s all right—a small wound, by the look of it. She’s still fighting.
Then an ice-wyrm shoots straight for Ixiana, burrowing through the furs and leather—it’s going into her chest—
My heart vents a silent scream.
Ixiana shrieks aloud, catches the serpent, and throws it away. The wyrm she tossed strikes two others and brings them down as well.
Brave girl, and so beautiful, with her yellow braids and flushed cheeks—
Then a cloud of ice-wyrms rises between us, and I must focus all my attention on keeping Hyval calm and steady as he threads through the trees. I’m terrified that my sister’s blade won’t be fast enough, that she’ll be torn apart, or that Ixiana’s throat will be slit open and her life drained away.
My sister and Ixiana. My whole heart rides on that horse, and yet I can’t help them. I’m fighting my way through a storm of wyrms with Rif on my left. Both of us are being lacerated by thorny tails and sharp fins, but I don’t care, because by the gods’ mercy the thickest of the swarm seems to be focused on us, not the girls.
And then, as suddenly as it came, the storm is over. We’re clear of it, thundering out of the trees onto a flat white plain. Another section of the Bloodsalt. The ice-wyrms need to be among the trees to move, to attack—they cannot follow us out here.
I have never been so happy to see cursed ground.
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The largest expanse of the Bloodsalt lies to the South, near the Altagoni Mountains, but there are strips of it throughout the North. This particular section is one of the more unstable parts, prone to cracking open and spewing great geysers of molten clay before sealing up again. Each eruption is a venting of old, toxic magic.
We cannot linger here long.
One danger at a time, though. First I circle our band, inspecting every face. “One man lost,” I announce.
My warriors vocalize their grief, a low moaning murmur, and I join them briefly before riding over to Ixiana and my sister.
Zeha’s mare has a cut across her neck. Ixiana has her palm pressed to the wound, and blood seeps between her fingers.
I’m about to speak to Ixiana when Zeha says, “We should have gone around.”
I hoped she would wait until we made camp tonight before rebuking me. No such fortune. “It would have taken an extra day and a half.”
“And that saved time was worth Belwyn’s life?”
“Yes, because it takes us beyond the reach of her kind.” I nod at our captive. “She is secure now. They cannot get to her. We have our leverage.”
“Leverage you have not yet been able to wield,” my sister reminds me.
“When they cannot find her and rescue her, they will be ready to bargain.”
“You cannot decide the fate of every clan,” Zeha says. “When we reach home, you must summon the other warlords to a council. They should have a say in this bargain, too.”
If there’s anything I dislike more than a swarm of ice-wyrms, it’s the other warlords, with their bloodsports and boasting. There are a few I can stomach, but the others like to brag in detail about the people they slaughter and rape. And now Zeha wants to involve them in our plan?
“Why?” I glare at her. “All they care about is living as thieves and brigands, wreaking terror and violence. They revel in it. They don’t want change. They’d as soon kill her as hold her for ransom.”
“Some of them think as you do,” Zeha says, her voice softening a little. “And if you are going to bargain for a land-price, for a piece of soil south of the mountains, you’ll need allies among the clans, or you won’t be able to hold onto the land you get. Not that her family will yield any property to you—but in case they do, you’ll need a few other warlords on your side.”
Zeha dismounts, and my gaze moves from her to my prisoner. Ixiana is leaning forward in the saddle, trying so hard to exert pressure on the mare’s wound that her entire arm is trembling. The mare is in sorry shape—she needs a tight bandage and gentle care. Even then she might not survive.
I swing off Hyval’s back and pull my scarf free. Then I take off one of my belts as well. I wrap both scarf and belt around the mare’s neck, near the wound.
“Your questions about my methods can wait,” I tell Zeha. “We need to get home. If you can call any of your hawks, and you want to summon the other warlords to our village, I will not stop you.”
“You’ll meet with them?”
“Yes,” I concede. “You can move your hand now, mouse.”
When Ixiana removes her hand, I swiftly press the thick scarf over the horse’s wound and cinch the belt tightly enough to hold the bandage in place. It will have to do for now.
“She’s too weak to carry both of you. You’ll ride with me, mouse.” My stomach dips as I say it. I promised myself I wouldn’t ride with the girl anymore, that I wouldn’t put myself in that tempting position again. But my whole body craves her nearness. I need to be convinced that she made it through alive, that her heart beats and her flesh is warm and whole.
I need to touch her.
When Ixiana dismounts, her legs fold underneath her. She catches herself with the hand that’s drenched in the mare’s blood. Her fingers stain the crumbly white salt a sinister crimson.
Is her weakness merely from terror, or was she more severely injured than I thought?
My people are tending their own wounds, murmuring their thanks to the gods for our survival, moaning in memory of Belwyn. Zeha has walked her mare aside to give her water. We’ll need to replenish our water supply soon, once we cross this strip of the Bloodsalt.
No one is watching me and Ixiana, so I sink to one knee beside her, with my back to the others. In this position, what I’m doing is mostly concealed. A good thing, because I cannot be seen showing tenderness to the girl.
And that is what I feel—tenderness. A deep yearning, a sweet compulsion that shudders through my soul whenever I’m near her.
I caress her face, thumbing the scratch along her cheekbone.
One of the wyrms chewed through her clothing, right over her breastbone. If she hadn’t seized it quickly and flung it away, its rotating jaws could have gnawed right through her sternum to the thumping flesh of her heart.
My own heart pounds as I pull her clothes down, baring her upper chest to my view. The wyrm barely scratched her with its teeth, and I exhale my relief. “Not too deep,” I murmur. “It’s barely bleeding.”
I should stop touching her. I should remove my fingers from her soft skin, from her delicate breastbone. I shouldn’t let my hand linger as I feel her breath quicken.
I should not let my fingertips shift to the swell of her breast, stroking along that soft, warm mound of flesh.
Ixiana sucks in a slow, trembling breath. I’m focused on the bit of her breast I can see—a pale, tempting curve, small but succulent. I want to taste her skin.
I can feel her eyes on me—can feel the tremulous yield of her body, its sway toward mine.
Just a little more.
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My fingers travel the curve of Ixiana’s breast, and then, with the boldness often born from a near-death battle, I slide my hand farther beneath her clothes.
There is her tiny nipple, a tight bead proclaiming her desire for me. Or perhaps it’s only the cold.
But the cold wouldn’t make her lean into my touch like this.
Heat rises in my face, because I have never caressed a woman in a slow, intimate way. I’ve fucked twice before, two different women from other clans. One of them shoved me into a back hallway, hitched up her skirts, and planted one foot on a nearby barrel, opening herself to me. I was half-drunk and she was attractive, so I plunged in without further invitation. The other woman invited me out at dawn for “training,” and we ended up rutting against a tree. In both cases the pleasure was quick and rough, without only minimal removal of clothing. I did not have time to explore, to savor like I want to savor my enemy’s daughter.
I circle her nipple once, then press my whole palm over her breast, the heel of my hand against the rapid beat of her heart.
Alive. Yes.
“She’s right,” I whisper. “I was a fool to take us through that part of the forest. You could have died.”
Ixiana’s elegant throat flexes as she swallows, and my eyes drop to the dainty blue tattoo above her collarbone. The tattoo that marks her as a member of a ruling Southern family, as an enemy.
She inhales, her breast surging under my hand. Her brown eyes meet mine. She has never looked more like a snow mouse, like a tiny wild thing, soft and quivering. Trembling for me. I will die unhappy if I cannot feel this woman come on my tongue one day.
Die unhappy—the words remind me of Belwyn. I lost a man today. Not a good man, perhaps, but still. My lust is ill-timed.
“Sometimes the passage is easy,” I murmur to Ixiana. “Not a swarm in sight. But this time—”
With a sigh, I remove my hand and tug her clothing into place. I rise to my full height, marveling again how slender she is. I could pick her up, impale her on my cock, and slide her up and down easily. It’s the same debauched impulse I had the first time I saw her, and the timing is just as wrong now as it was then.
I disgust myself.
I have to stop thinking like this about her.
“You’ll ride behind me on Hyval,” I tell her curtly.
If I put her in front and that sweet ass of hers touches me, I might come all over both of us. And I refuse to put myself through that humiliation in front of the people who trust me to guide them.
Once my warriors are ready, we continue across the strip of the Bloodsalt. It’s deceptively wide, with creases and low places hiding its breadth, and the crossing seems interminable.
My inborn connection to the Bloodsalt is like a string, stretched taut. If it’s plucked and begins to hum, it’s a warning that the ground is about to burst open and drown us in hot liquid clay before sucking us down into its maw.
So far, no humming, but I can feel the string tightening, tightening.
I urge my company of warriors onward, even as the sky darkens to the deep blue of night.
Kaja has bounded away, vanishing into the dark distance. Her disappearance makes me even more anxious to have this dangerous section of the Bloodsalt behind us.
“How much longer?” Ixiana’s voice is a quivering whimper, and my heart jerks. She sounds so cold and miserable.
“This part of the Bloodsalt is volatile,” I tell her. “We can’t stop here.”
“Volatile how?”
“Sometimes it bursts open.”
“Like an earthquake?”
“Like an explosion of liquid clay. Like a geyser of blood. And then, as it settles, everything is sucked down with it, and the hole seals over. See there?” I point to a seam through the salt, a crooked scar like a smudged red lightning bolt. “That’s from a recent explosion.”
“I thought the Bloodsalt was safe, or stable, at least. Why do you ride across it if it’s so dangerous?”
“Because we have no other choice. Because this is the world we were given—a land laced with ruin, soured by corrupt magic.”
“It’s my people’s fault you were driven out here,” she murmurs.
Suddenly her arms slip from my waist. I reach back just in time to push her upright before she topples off Hyval’s back.
“I’m so cold and tired and thirsty.” Her quiet moan pierces my heart, and fear flickers through me. I remember her lying feverish and nearly dead on the Bloodsalt, shortly after I captured her. She nearly died then. If she sinks that low out here in the wild, there will be no one to heal her. I must take care of my mouse.
“Faen,” I swear, and then I shout to the others up ahead. “Ride on. We will follow.”
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My people ride on without questioning my order. I dismount and dig through my saddlebags, hunting for a small bottle. My horse is packed lighter than most, since my weight is a greater burden. The other horses of our company travel heavily laden with bundles—especially the pony Ixiana stole when she escaped. That pony is our pack animal, dedicated to bearing the larger bags and tent materials the other horses don’t have room for, and she is trained to follow along with the rest of the group, even without a rider. One of my warriors, Lin, is a horse-speaker, in the same way that Zeha is a hawk-speaker. Lin is the one who calls back our horses if they flee, calms them when they are frightened, and steers the pony back to our company if she strays. Unlike Zeha’s communication with the hawks, Lin’s connection to the horses is a silent one, and limited in its range.
At last I find the small, flat bottle I’m looking for. It’s a strong liquor, intended to warm and invigorate a warrior as needed. I’m not sure what it will do for Ixiana, but I’m curious to watch the effect.
When I hand the bottle to Ixiana, she drinks eagerly—and then she wheezes, fanning her open mouth. She nearly drops the bottle, and I snatch it and stopper it quickly.
“Oh gods,” she gasps. “What was that?”
“Something to keep you warm.” I can’t help smirking. “Move forward in the saddle.”
I’m riding behind her, but only so I can share my heat more effectively and keep her from falling off the horse. I can resist the allure of her body cradled against me. I can guard my mind with memories of my warriors being carved up by the swords of her father’s men. I can calm my arousal with thoughts of crows picking the eyeballs from the carcasses of people I’ve known since childhood.
Ixiana obediently shifts forward in the saddle, but she nearly slides off. I have to hold her upright while I mount again. Fueled by the pain of my people, I mutter, “You weak little scrap of flesh.”
“But I helped,” she says. “Back there, with the ice-wyrms. I was useful.”
I settle my body behind hers, and she yields to me, relaxing against my chest with a soft sigh. My heart lurches, a thrill resounding through every nerve.
I force out the words she needs to hear. “I am not your safety. I am your captor.”
“But you like me.”
“I hate you.” Because I must.
“Of course you do. And you like me as well. Both.”
Gods, yes. “You’re talking nonsense. Maybe you lost more blood than I thought.”
“Maybe it’s the drink you gave me.” She cuddles closer to my chest. “I do feel warmer now. Why didn’t you give me some of that on the night you captured me?”
“I didn’t want to waste it on you.”
“And now?”
“Why can’t you ever be quiet?”
For a few moments she manages to be silent. Hyval is walking slowly, and as much as I fear the Bloodsalt, I don’t hurry him. There is no alarm yet, and my people are far, far ahead now, out of sight in the darkness. Perhaps I am only being kind, sparing my horse. Or perhaps I live for the moments when this woman and I are alone.
“You touched my breasts earlier,” Ixiana says abruptly. “But the other night you said you didn’t like them, that they were too small.”
Gods. My cock stiffens at once, and I groan in protest, trying to adjust myself so she won’t feel it. “Stop.”
“I’m only existing, and riding,” she says pertly. “I can’t stop either of those things.”
“Stop talking.”
“I was just wondering if you’d changed your mind about my breasts. That’s all.” Her voice turns silky, sultry, a death knell for my restraint. “If you like them, you can touch them.”
She has to stop this. I need to frighten her out of this seductive mood or I won’t be able to make it across the Bloodsalt without throwing her onto the white crust and driving both of us to an earth-shattering climax.
“I’ll touch any part of you whenever I want.” My voice is hoarse and heavy. “You’re my captive, my prize. I don’t need your permission.”
The godsdamned woman turns her face up to mine, her brown eyes like liquid darkness with a glint of starshine. “Do it then. I’m too weak to resist you anyway.”
My body reacts more to that sweet, sinful expression than it does to the rest of her. I’m hard as granite, agonizingly aroused.
I have to terrify her into silence and stillness.
I growl brutal words at her, words drawn from a dark recess of my soul. “You think I haven’t considered it? Most Warlords would set their mark on you, send you back bruised and used. You would look so lovely with the prints of my teeth and fingers on your pale skin, with my seed filling you up. I’d deliver you to your husband-to-be just like that—marked by me, bred by me. He would know that you’re mine. Mine.”
The words aren’t working. They’re making me harder, more desperate. I slap the reins into one hand and take her by the throat, a compulsive, possessive hold. Mine.
Mine.
My rough words didn’t work on Ixiana either. She’s nearly whimpering, and I recognize the cadence of her breathing now. Lust, not fear. Or lust and fear, because my little mouse seems to enjoy being on the edge of both terror and arousal. As I grip her throat, she writhes in my arms, turning her face against my neck, setting her soft lips over my pulse. Right where she once cut me with the tip of my own knife. She nuzzles against me, releasing another faint, frustrated sigh.
The realization burns in my mind. She liked what I said to her.
The innocent daughter of the district leader wants to be marked, used, and violated by a man like me.
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My fingers still clasp Ixiana’s slim throat, but I want more. I want to touch her everywhere.
Cautiously I move my hand, ready to stop if she objects. She’s not wearing a scarf—my fault for not adding one in addition to her cloak, vest, and furs. I must take better care of my mouse in the future.
I trace her collarbones, then let my hand travel down her chest, over her clothing. She’s wearing too many layers for my liking, but apparently she feels my touch deeply, because she moans.
That small, quiet sound is the most beautiful thing I have ever heard. I hum in response.
Too much clothing—I need her skin. I plunge my hand into the neck of her shirt, under all the layers, until I can feel her breast again, so soft, so warm. She surges against my hand, begging for more.
“I hate that you make me feel like this,” she whispers.
A wave of hot anger passes through me—anger at her, anger at myself, at whatever this is between us, this bond, this thing that is ruining my plans, tearing me up inside. I pinch the tight bud of her breast, and she inhales, squirming, releasing another moan of pleasure.
“What are you thinking right now?” she gasps.
“I’m not thinking.”
“Everyone thinks, all the time.”
“Not me. Sometimes I only feel. And then I do stupid things, like this.” I spread my hand, encompassing as much of her chest as I can.
But before I can do more, something is plucked inside me. A taut string, vibrating a warning. Humming louder and louder.
I jerk my fingers from Ixiana’s breast and seize the reins in both hands, shoving her bolt upright in the saddle.
“What is it?” she asks.
My heart hammers as the warning thrums along my nerves, louder, stronger.
“People born here, people like me—we can sense the unrest of the land,” I explain. “The Bloodsalt is about to break. Hang on. We must ride faster.”
I lean forward, urging Hyval to move his feet. He lurches into a half-hearted gallop, but my poor horse is at the end of his strength, weary and worn.
He is doing his best. It won’t be enough.
The earth splits open behind us with a violent crack, and Ixiana startles in my arms. I hold her close, sending quiet words of encouragement to Hyval in the language of my people. But I can’t keep the desperation out of my tone. “Son of the high slopes, brave friend, I need you now. I need you to run for your life, my beauty. Run for our lives. You alone can save us.”
Hyval throws everything he has left into the gallop, surging forward. Wind shears past us, back to where the Bloodsalt is exploding, gushing, spewing a red rain of melted clay. The world is cracking and crumbling, too fast. We won’t make it to the forest, to the solid ground.
Ixiana’s voice, tender and strong. “You have to leave me. I’m dead weight. Leave me and ride.”
I’m furious at her for saying it. Furious at the sacrifice she’s willing to make, at how readily she would discard herself as someone expendable, someone worthless.
She is of value. To my people.
To me.
“Your weight isn’t enough to make a difference,” I snap. “Mine is. Tell my sister she’s responsible for the bargain now. She’ll take care of you, and arrange the ransom with your people. You’re our hope for a better future.”
I leap from Hyval’s back, taking with me another heavy item—my huge sword, which I pull straight from its sheath. My boots skid on the crumbly salt, but I know this land in my bones, and I don’t stumble.
My horse pulls to a stop, whinnying his panic and his concern for me, but I strike him fiercely on the rump and shout, “Go!”
Liberated from the ponderous weight of me, Hyval charges forward.
He will make it. He will reach the forest’s edge, beyond the reach of the Bloodsalt. Ixiana will live, and Zeha will take care of everything.
I can die here, satisfied.
Behind me, a gigantic geyser of molten clay sprays from the earth, stretching up to the black night, shedding red light over the world. A stench of sulfurous earth and dark heat blasts my nostrils. I can feel the crust of the ground reverberating, shaking. It’s collapsing beneath me. In a moment it will be over.
But from somewhere ahead, Ixiana screams, “No!”
I can see the distant figure of her and Hyval—she’s pulling him to a stop, sliding off—
“No, you idiot,” I mutter, fists tight. “Go, go!”
I run toward her. I can’t save her—I don’t know why I am racing to meet her, pelting across the world as it shakes and shatters. “Turn around, you little fool!” I roar. “Get to safety! Why would you come for me, you impossible woman—”
The clay crust splits, and my stomach drops. I’m falling into a roaring void—my arms flail, and my sword flies out of my reach as I catch the lip of the crack. I struggle there, a desperate clawing strain, muscles screaming as my weight jerks against my hands and shoulders.
The noise is thunderous, pounding at my body like the paws of a great beast trying to knock me loose.
I can’t hold on. I can’t pull myself up.
This is the last thing I will see. Black sky, the forest a shadow in the distance, and the white expanse of the Bloodsalt, uplit with sprays of crimson.
And then a thin figure, white-faced, her dark eyes blooming with reflected red light.
Ixiana.
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Ixiana grips the belt that runs across my chest, and she hauls on it, screaming. There are tears on her cheeks.
I don’t know where her sudden strength is coming from. But it helps.
Galvanized by the force of her will, I pull. I heave, every bone and muscle groaning in one violent effort—and I’m out of the void, on the lip of the chasm, seizing Ixiana by her collar and shoving her away from the edge. “You idiot!” I bellow, stooping to grab my sword. “Run!”
“You’re welcome!” she retorts while we both race the oncoming devastation, the widening cracks. I could outpace Ixiana, even carrying the sword, but I shorten my stride. If she does not live, neither will I.
Another explosion, and we’re both tossed forward, face down.
A sucking roar intensifies behind us, the inhale of the Bloodsalt. It has finished erupting, and now everything will be inhaled into its molten belly. Wind blasts against me and Ixiana, pushing us backward, pressing us toward the maw of this cursed land.
Ixiana is lighter than me—she’s being sucked in, drawn away from me. With a yell I thrust my sword into the earth, hoping it will hold—and with my other hand I catch her by the wrist.
Agony blazes through my shoulders and arms as I struggle to anchor us both.
But I will not let go, not if every scrap of flesh is ripped from my bones.
This woman left me to bleed out, then refused to stab my throat when she had the chance.
This woman pulled me out of the mouth of the Bloodsalt.
I hate how much I love her.
Mine, I growl inwardly to the imploding landscape. You cannot have her.
Perhaps I roar it aloud. I’m not sure.
I grip her with all my might as the evil magic of my land tries to pull her away.
And then—everything stops.
The suction disappears, and the night turns cold, still, and silent.
As suddenly as it began, the implosion is over. The crust of the world snaps together again, leaving angry red scars and cooling clay as the only sign of the cataclysm.
The Bloodsalt is no longer trying to drag my Ixiana into its jaws.
I can release her wrist now.
My body relaxes, and I lie face-down, groaning with relief.
But then I near a faint, high-pitched whining, like the whistle of wind through a tiny hole.
When it repeats, I look up.
Ixiana lies on her back, staring at the star-flecked blackness. Her eyes are wide, terrified. Her slender fingers are crooked claws, arching into the salt, rigid with panic.
“Mouse?” I crawl to her quickly, pulling her into my lap. This is a real breathing attack, one of the episodes she told me about. She can’t get air into her lungs. The fear, the exertion—it was too much for her.
My brother sometimes struggled for breath. It was different with him—liquid in his lungs drowning him from the inside—but heat seemed to help him at times.
I have nothing else with which to help her. Nothing but my words, my heat, my hands—and the wild terror waking inside me, a keen panic I’ve only felt twice in my life.
I cradle Ixiana, laying one hand across her upper chest. “Breathe with me. Breathe with me, treasure, please.”
Don’t die, my life, my life…
“Air—too—cold,” she wheezes.
I angle her toward my chest, my throat, where she can inhale the warmer air that lies near my skin. “Breathe with your belly. That helped my brother sometimes. From here.” I touch the band of muscle beneath her lungs and ribs.
She tries, while I quickly part my tunic and furs so she can press her cheek to my bare chest. She breathes in the heat of my body, while her hands clutch mine painfully tight, as if I have the strength to pull her back from the brink of death like she did for me. I welcome the pain, I revel in it, because it means my mouse is still fighting.
I sit with her until she can breathe again. She inhales carefully, cautious of triggering another episode, but she is stable enough for me to take her in my arms and carry her the rest of the way across the Bloodsalt.
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When we reach my sister and the others, I set Ixiana down, though I don’t want to. If I don’t hold her tight, something might tear her away from me.
Zeha is salt-white, gripping Hyval’s bridle and that of her own mare. “We were going to come after you.” Her voice is hard with the strain of her concern for me. “But I thought you would want me to take our people to safety.”
“Yes.” I give her a reassuring nod. “You did right. And we survived.”
It is enough to have lived. No need to recount the tale. That will come later, by a home fire with drink in hand and friends around to cheer for our survival. Though I’m not sure if anyone will ever understand what Ixiana did for me this night. They will brush it aside, assuming my own stamina enabled me to save myself. They won’t know that without her sudden, panicked strength, I would have fallen. I would have been swallowed alive.
My people would not understand how I cherished her and praised every tiny breath like the miracle it was until she recovered. They would think me weak.
Perhaps I am.
Ixiana and I know the truth of what happened this night, and that is enough.
“A little farther into the trees,” I tell my people. “And then we camp.”
I help Ixiana climb onto Hyval, and I mount behind her.
Kaja slinks from the undergrowth, between the fir trees. She loves this forest because it has healthy evergreens, not the strange red-veined trees that coexist with the Bloodsalt. She stayed here safely while I was in peril, and I don’t fault her for it. The wise beast knew she could not have helped me. But she lingers nearer to Hyval than usual, a sign that she cares for me in her savage way.
I want a decent distance between me and the Bloodsalt. Secondary eruptions have been known to occur, and I’m taking no chances. As we ride, clouds gather swiftly, sucked to this area by the force of the Bloodsalt cataclysm, and snow begins to fall, thick and fast, swirling around us. By the sharp scent of the wind, I know it will only get worse, so I call a halt. We need to set up shelters for ourselves and the horses before the storm becomes a blizzard.
Despite my sore muscles and wrenched shoulders, I work with all my might, pounding iron tent stakes into the frozen earth. I help two of my men stretch the covering for the horses—a poor shelter, perhaps, but they are shaggy beasts, used to the cold. They will huddle with their heads together and weather the biting wind.
“Cronan!” Zeha’s voice pierces the swirling snow. “She isn’t used to this—you need to get her warm! Take her in the first tent and make a fire!”
I stomp through the mounting drifts toward Hyval and scoop Ixiana off his back. She’s a shivering mess. Zeha grabs Hyval’s bridle and leads him toward the horses’ shelter while I carry Ixiana into the first tent I set up. It’s small, with just enough room for a tiny fire. I set Ixiana down and tie the small vent flap so that it will turn back the snow yet allow smoke to escape.
Ixiana doesn’t seem to notice when I leave to collect some twigs and branches for the fire. I retrieve dry ones from beneath the shelter of an evergreen’s thick boughs. Back in the tent, I make the fire and circle it with rocks. Then I plod through the snow to the horses’ shelter to fetch my roll of furs and blankets from Hyval’s back. Someone has already given him a grain bag—probably Zeha, and I bless her for it.
By the time I return with the furs and blankets, Ixiana is nearly insensible from the cold. She’s shaking silently. Her brown eyes have a glazed look, and when I pull off her boots and socks, her toes are like ice.
“You have no endurance for the cold, mouse,” I murmur. “You need warmth, and quickly.”
The fire isn’t producing much heat, and the blankets I’ve laid out are cold. But I’m warm from exertion, a natural heat source.
No time to think about myself or my lust. This is solely about my captive’s survival. I strip her completely, until her slender body is bare. The fact that she doesn’t protest scares me.
I lift her chilled form and slide her into the furs and blankets. Then I take off my own layers until I’m wearing only a wrap around my hips. I pile all the clothes on top of the makeshift bed for added warmth, and then I ease into the pile with Ixiana.
She curls against me immediately, her frozen feet finding my legs. Her cheek presses to my chest. An involuntary rush of tenderness overwhelms me as I gather her in, wrapping her body with my arm. With this brave, beautiful woman nestled against me, I feel stronger and more settled than I ever have in my life.
I am not your safety, I told her.
But perhaps she is mine.
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In the dream, I am trying to reach my mother.
She stands under the lonn tree, holding a knife to her neck. But my boots are stuck in the snow, and I cannot run to her. I cannot move at all. The snow presses around me, wet and heavy.
“Mor,” I call. “Mor, don’t. Wait. I can fix it—I have a plan. I’ve captured a girl, Mor—she will save us. Mor…” I’m weeping, thick sobs that tear from my chest.
My mother turns to me, smiling, bleeding. She falls, and the knife falls into the snow.
The knife appears in my hand, dripping with blood. I hand it to a Southern girl and I ask her to kill me. I half-hope she succeeds. But she doesn’t fight me, though I beg her. She runs away, across endless fields of snow and salt.
The dream shifts, and I’m fighting a Southern guard—grappling with him, but his face keeps shifting, morphing into my mother’s face, my brother’s. I groan aloud.
And then voice filters through my dreams—a cool, sweet voice. Everything vanishes except for that voice, Ixiana’s voice. I drift in the blue dark, listening.
I wish I could ease your sleep like you eased my breath, she says. And I wish that the craving I have for you would vanish. I know you feel it too, and you hate it as much as I do. It’s only the lust of two bodies put in close proximity. Nothing more, nothing meaningful. Unless you can hear me through the ether, and then maybe it’s more. Wouldn’t that be a cruel trick of the gods? Faen, I am burning up with all this desire. I want you to touch me so badly I can hardly bear it.
Her words propel me out of the dark and I resurface, coming back to myself. I wake slowly, keeping my eyes closed.
Under the furs, Ixiana is moving. She’s rolling over beneath my arm, lying on her right side, setting her back to my chest and rearranging the blankets. She sighs as the chill of her skin yields to my heat. The smooth roundness of her naked bottom is pressed against my thighs, my groin.
Her voice pulled me out of the nightmare like her hands pulled me out of the Bloodsalt, and I am grateful, deeply so.
Perhaps there is a way to show her my gratitude.
I shift, moving my arm, which lies across her body, until my fingertips brush the warm skin of her lower belly.
I maintain my slow breathing, and she does, too. But I know she is awake. I have her word that she wants me—a truth spoken through the ether. No fluke of nature, no mistake—she and I are soul-bonded.
I cannot consider what that means for the future. I cannot think past the dark interior of the tent, faintly lit by the low fire. There is no past or future. There is only the present—the howl of the blizzard outside, and the heated nest containing my huge, hard body and her slight, thin one. Her hipbone is sharp, jutting into my forearm. She is fragile, my mouse, but stronger than I realized.
Holding my breath, I sweep my hand along her body under the covers. The slender thigh, the pronounced arch of the hip, the dip of the waist, along the way up to her ribs, where my hand bumps lightly into her arm. I retrace the caress, down her body, then along her belly and lower, until I feel a light scattering of curls between her legs. Her thighs seal the way, so I take hold of her left thigh and move it up so her leg is arched.
Ixiana permits me to adjust her. She’s no longer pretending to be asleep—her breath is quick and eager. Inwardly I beg her to be silent, just this once—not to speak, because if she speaks I will think better of this. I will come to my senses.
For the first time, she lies open to me, hidden beneath the blankets yet exposed, waiting for my touch.
If she can only be quiet, she and I can do this. I can indulge in this act, blurred by sleep and storm, and not feel that I have betrayed myself and my people.
She understands me, somehow, and she doesn’t speak, not a word. We are synchronized in this moment. We comprehend each other.
My fingers slide toward the space between her legs, slowly, so she can stop me if she wants to.
She does not stop me.
She waits, her breath fluttering through her thin body.
Almost there. One touch, and I will have crossed the line.
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I trail my fingers between my prisoner’s legs, a gentle upward caress. Her outer lips are downy with soft hair, and as my fingertips nudge deeper, between the inner lips, they sweep through wetness. I hum with pleasure at the proof of her desire.
Ixiana reaches up and cups her hand around my bicep, holding on as I explore her. I’ve never brought a woman to pleasure with my hand, so I’m not sure what to do. I know there is a place at the top—one of the women I was with told me about it, but she preferred to manipulate it herself while I drove into her. After a moment I locate that spot on Ixiana—a tiny bud of soft flesh that makes her tense and whimper when I stroke it.
She is impatient, my mouse—she only allows my clumsy explorations for a few minutes before reaching down to guide me. Mutely she teaches me what she prefers, the strokes and circles, the rhythm. I attune myself to her, listening to the cadence of her breath, noting the shift of her hips and the tension of her limbs. I begin to sense what will give her pleasure, like I sense an impending break of the Bloodsalt.
She releases my hand and lets me continue. I did not expect to gain so much pleasure from giving her pleasure, but with each quiet cry or breathless whimper from her mouth, my dick hardens, delight racing along my length. With light, even strokes I rub Ixiana, picturing what I’ve seen of her naked body so far, wishing I could see all of her.
She’s gasping now, writhing, bucking against my hand. I speed up the rhythm with a slightly firmer touch, and she squeals and comes, her sex spasming against my fingers. Her cry of ecstasy will be lost in the howl of the wind outside the tent—it will not reach the ears of the others in our camp.
I pull her closer to me, wrapping my hand between her legs so I can feel every lingering quiver of her body. I nuzzle my face against her hair and take her earlobe in my teeth as I did before, when we were riding together. She shudders deliciously in response, and her sex flutters against my palm.
I am burning up. My whole body is tight and hot with desire, and my cock is leaking, aching. When Ixiana rolls over to face me, it is all I can do not to throw her legs apart and slide into her welcoming warmth.
But that is another line, one I’m not willing to cross with her. She is, after all, my enemy and my hostage.
I throw myself out of the bed, snatching one of the blankets since the Bloodsalt swallowed my cloak. Wrapping it around myself, I plunge out of the tent into the storm.
The wind is beginning to slacken, but the cold is bone-chilling. I can’t be out here more than a few moments in my naked state. I stare into the shadowy murk of the forest, blurred with whirling snow, and I remember the silkiness of Ixiana’s warm skin, the feel of her sex under my fingers. I stroke myself hard and quick, clenching my teeth against the cold. When the bolt of pleasure shoots through me, my release sprays into the storm, whirled away with the snow. My cock pumps a few more times, still hot in my hand.
But the cold is a serpent, biting every uncovered part of my body, so I hurry back into the tent, where I stir the fire a bit. After a brief glance at my limp cock, Ixiana turns her back to me. She doesn’t turn over, even when I slide into the bed again.
I lie awake a long time, listening to her breathe. I can tell when she drifts into sleep—her whole body goes limp, utterly relaxed beside me. She feels safe enough to sleep here, naked and vulnerable with her captor, a man who plans to destroy her people’s way of life. She knows my plan, yet she trusts me not to hurt her.
This dance between us must not continue. It must not go any farther than it already has. I keep telling myself this, and failing to uphold my own resolve, because I am weak where she is concerned. Far too weak. And weakness will make me unable to lead my people, to do what must be done.
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When Ixiana rolls over in her sleep, turning to face me, I speak to her in my mind, pressing my thoughts toward her. I sense the moment my inner voice penetrates her dreams.
There is some magic in you that I cannot resist, I tell her.
She sighs in her sleep, her blonde brows pulling together slightly.
You hear me, don’t you, mouse? As I heard you when I was sleeping. But you don’t understand what it means, this ability of ours to commune through the ether.
I continue to muse, revealing the things I cannot say aloud. Things she should know. Things I have resolved.
There is a woman in my settlement, someone I thought I would take as my wife one day. She is right for me, and you are not, no matter what twisted chance connected our minds. Now that I have sated your craven lust, I will not touch you again. It was a foolish mercy on my part.
She winces, her pretty mouth hitching in an expression of pain. She’s struggling, fighting my voice, fighting the hold of sleep, and with a low sob she wakes. She stares at me, her brown eyes full of accusing pain, swimming with tears.
I did not expect her to wake so quickly and confront me.
“Next time have the courage to say it to my face when I’m conscious,” she says. “Tell me now, great Warlord. Tell me you think I’m disgusting, weak and pathetic, treacherous and worthless. Say it.”
There’s so much venom in her tone I almost fear her a little. She is so much more than I expected, indomitable, caring, and lovely, body and soul. But right now she is fierce and proud. Challenging me.
I cannot tell her what I truly think of her, so I return her glare in silence.
At last I say grimly, “The wind is dying, and the storm is slowing. Soon we will break camp and travel the remaining distance to our settlement.”
“Coward,” she hisses, and she turns from me again.
Perhaps I am a coward. I lied to her in the dream. Touching her was no “foolish mercy”—it was a delight. If she were one of my people instead of a wretched Southerner, I might even call it an honor.
While she fumes among the blankets, I dress and stamp out the fire. Then I go outside, into a gray dawn that looks as dull as I feel. I piss onto the fresh snow, fighting the urge to pleasure myself again. Tucked into an inner pocket of my vest is the underwear I picked up when Ixiana abandoned it on that first night. I am ashamed that I kept it, but I have not discarded it, either.
I pull it out and look at the scrap of black lace. None of the women in my clan wear such things.
Footsteps approach me, and I hurriedly tuck the lace into my pocket again before turning around.
Not footsteps, after all—it’s Kaja, prowling and pouncing, playing in the snowdrifts like a kitten.
I kick more snow over the spot I soiled, and then I watch the tiger for a moment, grinning in spite of myself.
“Where were you during the storm, wild thing?” I ask her. Perhaps she curled up under the snow, in a burrow heated by her own breath.
When I walk back to camp, she gambols beside me.
As we pack up the tents, I notice the slow, weary movements of my warriors. All of them have bruises and cuts, even little Jili, though her mother Tanon protected her well during the ice-wyrm attack. The horses, too, have suffered. We are all in need of good shelter, better food, and a long rest.
I have no fear of Ixiana’s people following us to our settlement. It is too far, with too many dangers between us and them. And the blizzard will have destroyed all traces of our trail.
I will let Ixiana’s parents and her betrothed stew awhile, and then contact them again with my demands. They must yield to me, or I will claim her as mine.
Perhaps I hope they will force my hand. If she were my wife, I would not need to feel shame about bedding her. I could pleasure her as often as she wanted without this guilt gnawing at my spirit.
Though judging from the expression on her face now, she will never allow me to touch her again. She stands beside Hyval, glowering, yet absently stroking his muzzle. The contrast of her anger at me with her kindness to my horse makes my heart throb with sweet pain.
I love her.
Gods. I am fucked.
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Ixiana rides Hyval with me, her body stiff and unyielding. She doesn’t speak. She barely even looks around at the scenery. We’re at the back of the line, lingering behind the rest of the group.
I miss my prisoner’s words. I miss her normal relaxed posture, the way she usually scans our surroundings with interest. I don’t like this disconnect between us; it unsettles me deeply.
“You’re angry with me,” I say at last, when I can no longer take the silence.
She scoffs. “I’ve been angry with you since you kidnapped me.”
“This is different.”
“You don’t care that I’m angry,” she retorts. “You’re my captor, not my protector. You hate me, remember? I’m a filthy worthless weakling with ‘craven lust.’ You’re eventually going to send me home or kill me. Or you’ll marry me, which is the same thing as killing me, because I can’t survive up here.”
“The land isn’t all like this,” I tell her. “Our home valley has some fertile soil, good hunting and fishing, and few monsters.”
“Fertile land? How do you farm with all the snow and ice?”
“The upper slopes of the mountains receive plenty of sun,” I explain. “We time our plantings carefully, and we have crops that can survive.”
“I don’t care.” She shakes her head. “I don’t want to hear any more about it. I won’t be staying long, at least not alive. So it doesn’t matter.”
“It could take weeks for your father and the prince to realize they can’t find you. And even then, they may not contact me again.”
“And in that case you’d—”
“I’d take you as my wife, in the hopes that our bond would force your father’s hand.”
“I’d rather you killed me,” she whispers.
Her words startle me, and they hurt more than they should. She would rather die than be my wife?
So she cares nothing for me after all. And why should she? I’ve been rough with her, I’ve spoken harshly to her. She only saved my life because she has a kind heart, not because she feels anything for me beyond lust.
I grit my teeth, fighting a surge of vengeful emotion. When I’m in control again, I say quietly, “Am I such an unwelcome prospect as a husband?”
She inhales sharply, as if I’ve shocked her. “You told me you’re in love with another woman, and that you’ll never touch me again. I’d rather not be soul-bound to a man who detests me, who is disgusted by my body’s natural needs. Small and weak I may be, pitiful and pathetic in your eyes, but I’m a woman with the same capacity for love and pleasure as anyone else. And I have the same capacity for honor, bravery, loyalty, and jealousy, too. I’d rather not live to become a laughingstock among your people—the pathetic mouse with the disloyal husband who beds someone else.”
I tighten my grip on the reins. The thought of bedding any woman but her makes my heart sick. “A life bond is sacred. If I bound myself to you, I would never stray. Not even if it meant I would never feel the warmth of a woman’s body again. And I never said I loved the woman in my village. Only that she and I would make a good match.”
“But you could love her.” Ixiana’s voice is thin, strained. “You could have a strong family with her.”
“I could,” I admit. “She is a strong, fertile, desirable woman.”
I have never felt compelled to bed Olsa, but I could make myself do it. I would care for her physically, have children with her. That has always been my plan, but I was ready to sacrifice that future and wed the daughter of my enemy for the good of my people.
And now—now I find myself unsure which woman I want more—the one of my kind with whom I could have sturdy children, or the one who trembles against me, her thin frame wracked with emotion.
“Yet you would marry me.” Ixiana’s voice rises in pitch. “You would ruin your life and mine, all for the sake of winning influence over my father?”
Quietly I reply, “If it meant my people could gain a foothold in the southern lands—yes.”
“That’s—that’s so godsdamn noble.” Her voice breaks. “Why are you such a beautiful, self-sacrificing bastard?”
“Beautiful?” I almost laugh. No one has ever dared call me that.
“Yes. You’re beautiful. A big glorious god-man in furs and armor. You don’t smell great right now—sweat and blood and all—I don’t smell like a patch of flowers either—but you’re still the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen, and that’s what I hate the most about you. That, and your big, noble, zealous heart. I hate you.”
She’s crying now, gripping the pommel of the saddle, her whole body shuddering. I hate seeing her like this, but I love it too. Triumph swells in my chest, because now I know she feels more than lust for me. She’s enduring the same agony I’m suffering, and I revel in it. I want her to know the anguish, the burning pull beneath the hate, the soul-bond, the savage longing.
“I hate you so much,” Ixiana sobs. “I hate you. Why couldn’t you have left me at home? I was comfortable there—I was—I was fine.”
She hunches forward, weeping openly, tears dripping into Hyval’s mane.
I hold the horse to a walk, purposely keeping us at a distance from the others. Most of my people won’t care that our captive is crying, but for some, it might be an annoyance. To me, it is proof that she shares my struggle.
After a few moments, a rider peels off from the group ahead and trots back to us. It’s Rif, one of my strongest men, the one who took Ixiana from her room.
Of course he would notice the sobs of a woman. He’s caused them often enough.
Something rises in my soul, snarling and protective, as he approaches us.
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Rif glares at Ixiana, disgusted by her weeping. “Want me to gag her for you?” he asks.
“No,” I say.
But he does not leave. He turns to ride alongside Hyval. “I can take her into the woods—give her a lesson like I gave to that wench in the butcher’s shop—you know, the one from the village on the ridge, with the waterfall?”
Rage rises hot in my chest. How dare he mention that moment to me? How dare he think of thrusting himself into Ixiana’s sweet mouth?
“No,” I repeat.
I want to kill him now. I could do it quickly, quietly. We’d continue on our journey, and the others would not miss him until much later.
But I cannot kill him over a threat, nor can I stop to beat him senseless like I want to. I can’t risk causing anger and dissension in this group, not when my people are tired and volatile, not when there’s so much at stake. So I grit my teeth, and I stay silent, hoping he will ride on.
“Suit yourself,” Rif says, shrugging. “Let me know if you need me to take the sniveling bitch awhile. I’ll keep her nice and quiet so we can ride in peace. Best way to shut a southern whore’s mouth is to show her something worth crying about.” He sidles his horse closer and grips Ixiana’s chin, jerking her head up. “She’s got a pretty face. I’d like to paint it. Got the paint right here.” He lets her go and laughs, clapping a hand to his crotch.
Blinding fury rushes through me. In a blink I’ve drawn my sword—the steel is poised at his throat. I’m a curse away from lopping off his worthless head.
“Ride on,” I snarl.
Rif looks shocked. Idiot. He should know by now what I think of his treatment of women. But he will never learn. When we reach the settlement, I will deal with him, once and for all.
Rif gulps, leaning away from the edge of my enormous blade. He urges his horse onward and rejoins the others up ahead.
As he gallops away, I realize that Ixiana has stopped crying.
We don’t speak again, but a peaceable quiet settles between us, a tentative understanding that lasts for the remainder of the journey.
The closer we get to my home, the higher my spirits rise. We captured the daughter of the district leader successfully, with few losses. Hopefully, when her people can’t find her, they’ll agree to further negotiations for the ransom. We’ll have money to pay back a clan debt, money to pay the healer, money for medicinal supplies and provisions. And we’ll have a piece of Southern land, a foothold.
Having a foothold below the Altagoni mountains is about more than conquest. It takes my clan from raiders and pillagers and makes us a presence to be felt and recognized in the South. It is a tangible representation of our ancestral right to the land.
Eventually, if my plan for slow expansion in the South works, our clan will be able to leave behind this settlement, with its patched homes and insufficient growing seasons. No longer will we suffer the Black Days, the part of midwinter when the sun never rises. No more explosions of the Bloodsalt, no more wrygebeasts, ice-wyrms, or jäkel.
But I will miss the solid strength of this place. It has forged in my people a fierce, unbreakable courage. I see it in their eyes as we ride into the settlement, as they look up at me with admiration and approval.
Ixiana called the settlement “pretty” as we rode in. It pleased me that she could appreciate its stark beauty, nestled in this valley with the mountains sweeping sharply upward on either side like great white wings.
We halt in the center of the settlement. Guilt and dread sting my heart as a woman leaves her work and approaches my horse.
It’s Olsa, leather-worker and warrior, my friend since childhood. Before I left on this journey, we talked briefly of marriage. As Warlord, I need a partner, in bed and in life, and she is a logical choice. Beautiful and skilled, with similar views on Southern expansion and a body fit for war and for motherhood.
But since I’ve been gone, everything has changed.
As she approaches, Kaja begins to growl. For some reason, my tiger has always disliked Olsa.
“Hush,” I order. Kaja backs up, but she keeps growling.
Olsa merely smiles. “Someday your cat will learn to like me.”
I doubt it, but I dismount without replying.
Olsa steps in and presses her lips to my cheek. It’s more than a casual greeting, a clasp of shoulders or arms. She’s acting on our mutual understanding, marking her claim on me.
Behind me, there’s a scuffle as Ixiana slides off Hyval’s saddle. She nearly falls, but Kaja prowls close, and Ixiana leans on her for support.
“Thank you.” Ixiana curls her slender fingers into the tiger’s neck fur, and Kaja hums deep. It’s almost a purr.
I watch proudly as Ixiana walks forward with my white tiger at her side. My captive has come so far from the girl who screamed when Kaja entered the tent. Now she holds herself erect, pale cheeks flushed with the wind and cold. From the tiny blond braids crowning her head, to the array of furs cascading over her shoulders and chest, to the leather pants and boots she wears, she looks every inch a daughter of the North.
At least I think so. Perhaps Olsa sees something else, because she says, “This is your prize? Daughter of the district leader? Betrothed to the third prince of Cheimhold?” She switches to our native tongue and adds, “She’s a scrawny, arrogant little bitch, isn’t she? Can’t imagine they would want the spoiled scrap back. Her head is probably worth more to us, as a message to our enemies.”
It’s all I can do not to reply. I dare not speak, or I will let angry words escape and betray my true feelings.
So I stay silent.
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“Two of the warlords are here already, and the third is arriving within the hour,” Olsa continues in the Common Tongue. “I put them in the meeting hall and gave them food and drink. You sent for them?”
“Zeha sent hawks for them, yes.” I nod. “Have her birds returned?”
“All but one are back in the aerie.”
“One is still out? Do you think the storm took it down?”
“The hawks know when and how to take shelter,” Olsa replies. “It should return soon. Or perhaps she had another errand for it.”
The absence of the bird troubles me, but I decide it matters little. “I will greet the other warlords. Take the prisoner to my lodge.”
“Gladly.”
I can trust Olsa not to harm Ixiana. Despite her caustic words, she knows our captive’s true value. She’ll take good care of her.
Reluctantly I stride toward the longhouse where we hold village meetings and host gatherings or celebrations. My parents were life-bonded in this building when I was very young. They’d begun having children together before they could speak through the ether, and when the soul-bond connection finally developed, everyone in the village was overjoyed.
We were happy then. Until my brother was born weak, and the shadow of his impending death fell over our household. Not his fault. The darkness of that shadow testified to the depth of our love for him. He was a soul made of light, a clever, kind, charming boy from the very beginning. We adored him, and we all strove to ensure that he would survive.
We tried, and we did not succeed.
Willpower does not equal resources.
I push open the door to the longhouse. It’s well-lit with a roaring fire and a few lamps.
Two men sit at the broad table. One is deep in his cups already, drinking from a mug while his other hand squeezes the ample breast of Yaffrey, our village herbalist. In addition to cultivating herbs and preparing tonics, she serves any who do not have sexual partners. I’ve never taken advantage of her services, but clearly this warlord, Jarlonn, is more than willing to experience her charms.
“Cronan,” he bellows when he notices me. “Have you seen these? They’re enormous!” He pulls down Yaffrey’s neckline, and both her breasts pop out.
She giggles, unperturbed, and cups them, jiggling them at me. “I’ve been trying to give the Warlord a peek at these for years. No such luck.”
Because she was my mother’s friend, and she is twenty years my senior.
“No offense to your bosom, Yaffrey, but you should put it away,” I tell her. “We have important business to discuss.”
She pouts, but tucks her breasts back into her clothing, for all the good it does. Her flesh still bulges over the edge of the dress.
The other warlord, Rygant, is about my age, dark-haired, dark-eyed, and morose. Both he and Jarlonn have a reputation for being less cruel and rapacious than the other warlords of this region. Zeha chose well when she contacted them.
“Who are we waiting for?” I ask, taking a seat at the table. Yaffrey pours me a cup of ale. She’s fortunate her brewing skills are better than her tonic-making. I’ve often wished we could have an herbalist with more talent in our settlement, but unfortunately Yaffrey is the best we’ve got. We are blessed with one healer as well—Mer Azatha. But she is old, and her powers have always been weak. She is quickly exhausted after even the smallest healing works.
“Your sister said we’re waiting for Trygg,” Rygant tells me. He has two knives stuck into the table on either side of his mug.
Trygg was also a friend of my mother’s—sought her as a bedmate, I’ve been told, before losing her to my father. His people live in caves, sustaining themselves with fishing and hunting. They do little farming, and they have no healer or herbalist. It is no wonder they want part of this deal.
I ask the two men a few questions, wishing Zeha was here to engage them in better conversation. I have no talent for idle talk.
Fortunately, she enters moments later with Trygg following behind her. He’s a big gray-bearded man, with the spines of woad-rats woven into his thick braids. He plants himself heavily in a chair, picks up a mug of ale, and says, “Well then, lad. Tell us about this girl you’ve snatched.”
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The other warlords want to kill Ixiana.
Even after I explain my plan, both Trygg and Jarlonn clamor to cut off her head and carry it back to her people.
“They rejected your demands,” Trygg says, slamming a meaty hand on the table. “You need to show them what happens when a warlord is disrespected.
“There it is!” Jarlonn points at him, nodding. “Yes! Take the girl’s head back to the Southerners.”
“But after all this, just to kill her—” I protest.
“It’s better than what Einson’s people did,” Jarlonn says. “They took the son of a Southern village leader, a boy of eighteen. Tied him up and took turns with him—head and tail, if you know what I mean. Dragged him back home and dumped him on his parents’ doorstep. Left him like that, naked and ruined. He died the next day.”
Trygg huffs in disgust. “A good clean beheading for the girl. No violation, no torture. Just an honest death. It’s more than a Southerner deserves.”
I’ve heard plenty of horrors in my time. Seen them too. But the story of the village leader’s son is like a spear to my gut, and something shifts in my soul.
No wonder Ixiana’s people hate our kind. Those of us who live north of the mountains have done terrible things, too. I want to roar from the highest peak, “Not my clan, not my people.” I don’t want to be blended into the same group as Einson’s clan. We do not destroy and humiliate our prisoners in that way.
We are not like them.
And yet their evil is painted across us all. The Southerners do not differentiate between clans.
Ignorance is the enemy of peace.
As Jarlonn and Trygg continue to shout and gesticulate, mostly in corroboration of each other, Zeha rises from her seat at the table. “Enough,” she says, and the men fall silent at once.
“My brother has a good plan,” she continues. “And there may still be a chance for a hefty ransom. You forget that the girl is part of her district’s alliance to Cheimhold, betrothed to Cheimhold’s third prince. Which makes her far more valuable than a typical prisoner of war. We need not do anything in a hurry. All we want from you is your word that you’ll be with us in this, that if we secure a town below the mountains, you will help us hold it. For the North.”
The men look at each other, uncertain.
“One week.” I rise, adding my voice to Zeha’s. “One week, and if there is no contact from the girl’s people, I will either kill her or marry her.”
“Marry her?” Rygant looks up, frowning.
“A marriage would force her father to hear my voice,” I tell them.
“But it would be a life-bond,” says Rygant. “And a life-bond without a soul connection, without ether-speak—that is no better than a prison. It would prevent you from being with your real soulmate, should you ever find her.”
“He speaks true,” Trygg says, and even Jarlonn nods.
I refuse to tell them of my connection to Ixiana, or of our ability to communicate through the ether. I haven’t even told Zeha about it yet. I do not think I can bear the look on her face when she finds out.
“It is my life, my choice,” I tell them. “I am willing to marry the girl, for the sake of our people. One week, and then I will decide—death or marriage.”
“If it’s marriage, you could always kill her later, or have one of us do it if you’re too squeamish about severing the life-bond,” Jarlonn says.
“How thoughtful,” I mutter.
The next hour is spent eating, drinking, joking, and storytelling. Some of my warriors join in, until the longhouse is warm, bright, and uproarious. I drink very little, and I excuse myself from the festivities as soon as I can do so without offending my guests.
I need to express my sorrow to Belwyn’s partner about his death. And I need to have words with Rif.
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Belwyn’s hut is quiet. His young partner must already know of his death by this point, since he did not return with us. But it is my duty as Warlord to tell her how it happened, and to share her sorrow.
I rap on the door and wait.
After a few moments, it opens a crack, and Belwyn’s partner Cair looks out. I can only see a sliver of her face—rich brown skin, a wary brown eye.
“Warlord,” she says, and she opens the door wide, relief bathing her features.
“Whom did you expect?” I step inside, hunching slightly because the roof of this hut is low.
“Belwyn owed a debt,” she says quietly. “I was told the lender would be coming by to collect it tonight.”
“Tonight? Who is the lender?”
She pinches her full lips together and shakes her head.
“Cair.” I lay a hand on her shoulder. “I am the Warlord of this settlement. I can protect you.”
“Against a friend of yours? A prized warrior?” She looks up. “I may not be one of the best fighters in the village, but I can defend myself.”
Her gaze slants to the small wooden table, where weapons lie at the ready—a dagger and a crossbow.
“This is not how it should be in our settlement,” I say. “Terror and suspicion, debts and danger? No. Tell me who has made you fear for your life in a time when you should be free to grieve.”
“Grieve?” She laughs a little. “I suppose I should grieve Belwyn. Though I will tell you, Warlord, life with him was not what I expected. I cannot say I will miss him much.”
I frown. “Yet you lived with him.”
“Sometimes we choose people out of necessity, because we need support, shelter, or companionship. Such choices rarely bring happiness.” She sighs. “You’ve done your duty by me, Warlord. I’m not shattered over Belwyn’s death. Please go. Let me deal with this on my own.”
Her words sink into my soul. Sometimes we choose people out of necessity, because we need support, shelter, or companionship.
Those are the very reasons I was going to marry Olsa.
I want to speak more of this with Cair, but as I stand there pondering, a knock sounds at the door.
“Go, Warlord, please,” Cair whispers, picking up the dagger and holding it behind her. “You can leave by the back. That way.” She jerks her head toward the kitchen, one of only three small rooms in this hut.
She seems intent on taking care of the situation herself, so I nod, pretending to assent, and I walk into the dark kitchen. But instead of using the back door, I wait, listening.
The front door bangs open, and heavy feet clomp inside.
“I told you I don’t have the money that Belwyn owed you,” Cair says firmly.
“And I told you I’d be willing to substitute services for coin.” Rif’s voice.
My spine stiffens, my skin heating with shock and anger.
“Remember that time Belwyn and I shared you?” Rif says, his gruff voice turning oily. “That was a night to remember.”
“You were too rough,” Cair answers. “I won’t endure that again.”
“But you don’t have coin, dumpling. And Belwyn promised me that if he couldn’t get the coin, he’d let me rut with you again. So you see, it’s the will of your dead partner. You must submit.”
There’s a rustle, a thump, and Cair’s cry of pain.
“Trying to stab me?” Rif laughs. “I’m twice your size, dumpling, and three times the warrior you’ll ever be. Now pull up your skirts.”
Rif is nearly as large as I am, and equally skilled in battle. If I’m to make him pay, I cannot give him time to react. Surprise is my only advantage.
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I stride into the front room, every nerve sizzling with fury. Rif has Cair bent over the table, pinning her wrists to the small of her back. Her dagger lies on the floor.
I slam my heaviest punch into the side of his skull.
His head whips sideways, and he falls. His temple bounces off the corner of the table.
But I don’t stop. I hit him again and again, pounding his face, throat, and chest. He chokes, blinking through his own blood. “Warlord? Why are you here?”
“I came to share in her grief over Belwyn,” I say darkly. “And I find you molesting yet another woman. You have a sick soul, Rif, one that can’t be repaired. I should have seen that long ago.”
I haul him up by the front of his shirt. “Open the door, Cair.”
She hurries to obey, and I drag Rif out into the freezing night. Few people are outside at this hour, but at the sound of repeated blows, several of them slink out of doorways to watch the beating.
I pause, clutching the limp Rif in one hand and holding up my bloodied fist. “You are all witness,” I roar. “Rif Wereson is rejected and cast out this night. He is no longer one of us.”
“What are the crimes?” someone calls.
“Laying violent hands on Cair, Belwyn’s bereaved,” I reply. “And he has broken my law by violating Southern women during our raids. He would not mend his ways when I rebuked him the first time. Therefore his days in our settlement are over. Let no one give him shelter.”
I pull out my hawk’s-head dagger and slice the bone-braids from Rif’s head.
He wheezes through the blood running copiously from his nose and mouth. “I helped you capture the girl.”
“And you disrespected her,” I snarl, taking him in a throat-grip.
“So that’s it then. You care for the Southern whore.” He gasps a hitching laugh. “I hope her wretched hole is worth it, traitor.”
My fist smashes into his mouth, and I feel teeth crunch sideways, breaking under the force of my blow. After a final brutal kick to his belly and another to his ribs, I grab his ankle and drag him along the path to the edge of the settlement. I keep walking, fueled by my rage, until I reach the line of the forest.
“Run, Rif,” I tell him. “Run, and you may outpace the jäkel. If by some miracle of the gods you survive, never show your face in this village again. If you do, I will rip off your dick and shove it down your throat.”
Slavering, bleeding, sobbing, Rif limps into the trees.
I stalk back through town, without looking at any of my people. My focus remains on the lodge ahead. Ixiana is there—the girl I must kill or marry in a week’s time if her people do not yield and offer a sufficient ransom.
I have no trouble beating or slaughtering those who deserve death. And though Ixiana has done no wrong herself, by association she is as guilty as any other Southerner. And she did say she would prefer death to a marriage between us.
Could I really kill her?
I just beat a man nearly to death for her. But Rif’s punishment wasn’t about Ixiana alone; it was also for Cair, and for the nameless village woman in the butcher shop during that terrible raid, and for others. I know there must have been others.
I need to see Ixiana and tell her about the meeting with the warlords. I need to know what she really wants.
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When I push open the door to the lodge, I release a long sigh.
This is my home. It should be a place where I can rest and refresh myself—and I suppose it is, but it’s also shadowed with memories. I was gifted the lodge by the former warlord when I took over the leadership of this settlement. He told me I was not only the strongest of his young warriors, but the one with the clearest vision. After yielding his title and house to me, he left our settlement and was never heard from again.
My skill as a warrior and my vision for our clan’s future grew from my own pain. Since my brother’s death I’ve been single-minded, focused not only on revenge, but on a lasting solution for my clan.
Now my mind is divided, and it’s all the fault of one woman.
I step over the saddlebags someone left near the door. I’ll unpack them later. For now, I need to see Ixiana. But she’s not lounging in the front room before the warm fire, nor is she in my bedroom.
“Mouse?” I call softly. “Where are you hiding?”
“In here.” Her voice is faint and hoarse, coming from the back room. Zeha once slept in that room, but since she moved into her own hut, I only use the space for storage.
I walk to the doorway, and there is Ixiana, chained to the post where the former warlord used to confine his prisoners. Her hands are shackled, stretched high above her head. The room is cold and dark.
“Mouse? Why are you in here?”
“Your friend decided this was the appropriate spot for a prisoner of war.” Her tone drips with resentment.
I’m angry at Olsa as well, but I do not show it. Instead, I take iron tongs, fetch a log from the front room’s fireplace, and set it in the tiny store-room fireplace. I add kindling until the flames leap up, yielding heat.
In the golden light, I stand before Ixiana and inspect her. She looks tired and unhappy. “She’s right. This is the place for a captive,” I say, meditatively stroking my beard.
“But I’m exhausted,” Ixiana whimpers. “Please, just let me lie down. You can chain my ankle like you did before.”
“I prefer this. I like seeing my prize displayed for me.” The taut, strained position of her body pushes her small breasts outward. It could be a delicious view, but it’s mostly blocked by her cloak and furs. I should remove them.
She notices my appreciative stare. “You disgusting barbarian.”
“Barbarian?” I lift an eyebrow. “A harsh word, mouse.”
“Fitting, in your case.”
Moving nearer, I disentangle her cloak, furs, and the scarf I gave her today. The tunic she wears is the same one torn in the ice-wyrm attack, the one whose neckline I stretched even farther when I was fondling her. It sags low across her chest, leaving the tops of her breasts bare. She’s wearing the same leather corset, too. It usually fits her loosely, but she must have laced it tighter when she dressed this morning, probably because she was angry at me and wanted to hamper my wandering fingers if I decided to touch her again. Her breasts swell beautifully against the corset’s edge whenever she inhales.
My fingertip traces the bite marks from the ice-wyrm’s teeth—mere scratches really, tiny red lines against her pale skin. I hook a thick finger into the corset, right in the gap between her breasts. “I met with some of the other warlords. Two of them believe I should kill you and send your head back as a message to your people and to your future husband.”
She inhales again, and I relish the surge of her breasts. I am enamored with them. They are nothing like Yaffrey’s generous bosom, nor are they as large as Olsa’s, but they belong to Ixiana, so they entrance me.
I love her, or I think I do. But love her or not, soul-bond or not, I must do what is right for my people. I cannot let my own happiness stand in the way of my clan’s survival.
I won’t kill her now. But I need to picture it, to pretend, to see if I will have the strength to carry out her final sentence if I have to. If all attempts at ransom negotiations fail, if she would rather die than be my wife, if her head in a bag is the only way to get her people’s attention—could I do it?
I don’t use the hawk’s-head knife. Instead I draw a different one, a blade imprinted with a poem of love and loss. It seems appropriate. I examine the words, angling the blade to the firelight.
Battle and bone, serpent and stone
Breathe my ashes as embers die.
And on the other side…
Let me sleep, your heart to keep
Under a wild winter sky.
“Are you going to kill me?” Ixiana whispers. Her eyes are honeyed darkness.
“After the trouble I’ve had bringing you all this way alive?” I murmur. “You know how I feel about wasting my time, mouse.”
I let the point of the blade glide along her skin, from one corner of her jaw to the other. I’m careful, so careful, because I cannot bear the thought of shedding a single drop of her blood.
I will not be able to do this. Unless I can force myself to do it quickly, thoughtlessly. When the time comes, I must act without thinking or feeling.
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“It wouldn’t take much to cut through this tiny neck of yours.” I draw the knife lightly down the column of Ixiana’s throat. When I meet her eyes, she lowers her lashes briefly, and wets her lips with her tongue.
Gods, she is beautiful.
“Your life would be easier with me gone,” she murmurs.
“With you—gone.” What a terrible thought. I cannot imagine her gone, ended, her delicate features frozen in death, her brown eyes cold and vacant. Her spirit torn out of her slender body. “Faen,” I curse, frowning at the sudden pulse of pain in my chest.
“Faen.” She echoes the word quietly.
I cannot do this. I will never be able to end her.
I ram the knife back into its sheath and take her slim neck in my hand. So soft, this exquisite skin of hers. Her throat bobs against my palm as she swallows.
My frame is too tall, so I lower myself, aligning my hips to hers, aching for contact. A flare of heat suffuses my very bones as she responds to me, pressing her body closer to mine. She whimpers, the hum of the sound traveling through my fingers.
My mind is blurred, overwhelmed, transformed by her. I move my fingers from her neck and slide them downward, framing her whole body with my hand in a long caress, ending it by cupping her rear, squeezing that soft little ass. Her eyes never leave mine; they swim with mirrored desire.
“You said you wouldn’t touch me again,” she breathes.
Groaning, I set one arm against the post, near her chained wrists, and I settle my body fully against hers. I press her ass more firmly, seaming our bodies together so she can feel my hardness through her clothing.
“I have to make this stop,” I tell her hoarsely. “How do I make it stop? Would killing you end it? Would burying myself inside you set me free?”
“Just wait,” she whispers. “If you wait, then maybe the ransom will work out, and I can go home.”
I grip her bound hands, grinding myself against her. “No.”
“No?”
“If I send you home, that Prince gets to marry you and bed you. He gets to put his tiny dick inside you, and I won’t suffer it—I can’t endure it. You,” I take my hand from her ass and cup her chin, “You belong to me.”
At my bold claim, Ixiana’s eyes widen. A smile hovers over her rosy lips, a delicate tempting smile that I want to taste—need to taste.
“But—what about your people, and your plan?” she says. “The ransom—”
Fuck the ransom.
I press my mouth to hers.
Kissing her is heat and honey, hot sweetness and a burn like liquor. It’s addictive, molten. I can’t stop.
Ixiana pulls at the chains, rattling them. She wants to touch me—but not yet, not until I’ve had my fill of kissing her.
I will never be done kissing her.
Gods, why did I wait this long?
She is kissing me back. She’s eager, pressing with her tongue at the seam of my lips. I open to her, and her tongue slips into me, licking sweet and inquisitive through my mouth. She may be a virgin, but she has kissed men before—or perhaps just one man, that wretched princeling. I’ll have his balls strung up for target practice.
A breath, and then I kiss her again, cupping her sweet face, feeling the silk of her hair through my fingertips. Why does her mouth taste so good? Why does she smell like a summer garden and fresh snow at the same time?
More kisses, each one easing into the next, until Ixiana’s body falters, slumping against the post.
Something is wrong. I pull back. “Mouse?”
“May I have some water?” She gives me a wan smile.
“Gods, I’m an asshole.” How could I forget that she’s been standing here for hours, without food or drink or rest? I take the pins from the manacles and release her. When she slides to the floor, I pick her up and carry her into the front room.
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After preparing some food and water for Ixiana, I pace the room while she eats. I’m used to riding long distances, and during those rides I think deeply, but I am not good at voicing my thoughts. Sometimes I cannot bridge the gap between my mind and my mouth—there’s a barrier in place, preventing me from saying what I feel.
But I must push through that wall. I have to speak with her of important things.
“I told the other warlords I would wait,” I say. “One week of waiting, and then, if we receive no message from your people, I will kill you or marry you. So if you’d rather die than marry me, I can arrange that.”
She chews a bite of bread thoughtfully, then asks, “What would you expect from me, as your wife?”
“Faen.” I do not know what to do with my hands, so I begin undoing my matted braids. I leave one braid intact—the one at the back of my neck, under the rest of my hair. That braid holds the finger bones of my mother and my brother. I hide it because even among my people, it is odd to wear the bones of a loved one.
Ixiana is still waiting for an answer.
“I’d expect nothing from you,” I tell her. “Producing my heir would likely kill you. I’m not even sure I could fit inside you.”
She blushes. “You won’t know until you try.”
Gods. I turn away from her, bracing myself against the wall and trying to calm the raging, swelling heat in my cock.
You won’t know until you try.
It’s the boldest thing she has said to me, the most open confession of her desire. She wants me inside her, in that small, tight opening—that virginal space—she is probably wet right now—gods.
Wet… the word conjures an image in my mind—Ixiana, naked, her golden hair darkened with water, her body glistening. I ache to see that vision with my own two eyes, and I have the means to make it real.
“You need a bath,” I mutter. “You’re filthy.”
“You need a bath, too,” she retorts. “You stink.”
I glance at her, dark glee suffusing my soul. “Yes. A bath. I’ll prepare it.”
And I stride from the room before she can say anything else.
Back in the kitchen, I uncover the large tub in the center of the tiled floor. We have running water in this building, thanks to a hot spring nearby. Zeha still returns to the lodge to take baths sometimes, when I’m out hunting. That and a stiff drink are the only indulgences she allows herself.
I lift the lever to start the flow of the water, and I press down the stopper in the bottom of the tub. It will fill slowly but steadily.
When it is done, I will have Ixiana strip and bathe. And I will watch, because I deserve it. She is my captive. I’ve worked hard to bring her this far alive, and I deserve some pleasure to balance this incessant inner torment.
While the water runs, I lay out soap for washing and blankets for drying ourselves afterward. I light a few candles to supplement the firelight. It’s a practical measure. And perhaps I like the way they glow softly and glimmer on the water’s surface.
There’s a chest in the corner of the kitchen, with clothes and supplies collected from raids. Sometimes one of my people will come to my door, asking for anything I can spare, and I give them whatever I can. I hunt through the items, searching for the softest tunic I can find. My mouse deserves to be comfortable after so many days of travel. After locating a satisfactory garment, I lay it near the blankets.
Shuffling footsteps enter the kitchen. I lift my gaze and meet the bloodshot eyes of my father.
He’s wrapped in a ragged blanket, wearing threadbare pants. His beard and hair are greasy and unwashed—not that I’m any better, but I haven’t had access to a good wash in days. Even with the tub and water available, he rarely uses it. Sometimes I have to forcibly wash him when the stench is too great.
“Cronan,” he says hoarsely. “Why is there a pretty Southern girl in the front room?”
“She’s my hostage. Her father is the district leader. If he does not give our clan money and land, I will marry her, and that will force him to the bargaining table.”
He wheezes a laugh. “She will die here. She’s weak, like your mother and your brother. Might as well kill her now.”
Pain knots in my gut. “I—I can’t.”
I’m not sure why I say it. Maybe I want him to know what I feel. Maybe I crave advice.
Advice from my despairing, drunken father? I should know better.
He chuckles again, fumbling through a cupboard, placing chunks of bread, dried meat, and dried fruit in a bowl. “You’ll kill her either way. People like her aren’t worth the pain of loving them.”
“That’s not true.”
“It is. And I’m not saying I’m worthy of love either. Far from it,” he rasps, taking a bottle from another cupboard. “I know I lost your love long ago. You despise me.”
“I want to help you,” I say, low.
“And I don’t want your help. I want to be left alone.”
I’ve tried to force my help on him, many times. We go in circles, he and I—me trying to help, trying to fix him one way or another, and him resisting until I finally give up and let him be.
Tonight, after the long journey, the meeting, and the exile of Rif, I have no will left to fight him or help him. I let him leave the kitchen without trying to take away his drink.
My fists tighten, and I repeat the inner vow I’ve made to myself for years.
I will never give up.
I will never become him.
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When the bath is full, I stride out to the front room and collect Ixiana. She doesn’t resist as I pick her up; she relaxes in my arms, one thin arm hooked around my neck as if she belongs with me, as if we do this all the time.
As I set her down on the kitchen floor, she gasps, “Hot water? But you couldn’t have heated it that quickly.”
Her tone of delight eases the darkness I felt during the encounter with my father.
“There’s a hot spring nearby,” I explain. “At the foot of one of the mountains. Years ago a previous warlord took Southern captives as slaves to serve him, and he made them run copper pipes from the spring to this lodge. We abolished the use of slaves, but the water system remains. See, here.” I show her the lever, pressing it down to cut off the stream of water.
“Oh,” she breathes, her eyes alight with wonder.
I love her.
I want her.
“Undress,” I order.
My grim tone startles her. She looks up, cautious. “Are you going to leave?”
“No, mouse.” But I don’t want to frighten her, so I circle the tub, putting it between us. I take off my weapons belt and my tunic, conscious of how disgusting I must look to her, covered in blood and grime, stinking of sweat.
I cross my arms over my bare chest. “I’m going to bathe with you. Now take your clothes off, or I’ll do it for you.”
Her wary expression shifts, turning mischievous. Her lips curve in a small, dangerous smile. “Come and strip me, then.”
I can’t hold back. Not when she looks at me like that—gods. Does she even understand the game she’s playing?
Heart pounding, I stalk around the tub and take her corset in my hands, wrenching it apart, barely caring that I’m ruining an expensive piece of clothing. The laces snap, and I cast the leather aside.
Her shirt is next—I drag it off, over her head. Breath hisses between my teeth as I pull down her pants, my thumbs grazing the length of her silky legs. I’m bending before her as she steps out of the pants, and she places one hand on my head to brace herself. The desire to be like this always, to melt before her and devote myself to her—it’s the most powerful emotion I have ever felt.
I force myself upright, breathing hard, and I let myself look at her.
A few small bruises bloom on her arms, and she still has a handful of scratches. She’s smudged with dirt, and I can smell the faint bitterness of her sweat. The shape of her body hasn’t changed; it is bony and fragile. But to me she is the most perfect woman in the world.
“Get in the tub, mouse,” I say hoarsely.
She doesn’t move immediately.
I need to be touching her.
I lunge for her, scooping her bare limbs into my arms. Quickly I toss her into the tub, because if I hold her against me for too long, I will lose control.
Ixiana gasps, then submerges, relaxing into the heat of the water. I strip off the rest of my clothing and join her, splashing in and taking up far too much of the space. As a warlord, my imposing size is a benefit, but in this case I wish I was less gigantic. The concern I voiced to her earlier, about not being able to fit inside her, is very real to me. I know how long and thick my cock is, and I know the shape and size of her delicate body. I cannot imagine her being able to take all of me.
Nor should I imagine it. I am already hard, suffering the delicious pain of arousal, and seeing of Ixiana nude in the water only makes it worse. But I manage to stay silent and resist touching myself beyond what is necessary for cleaning.
The scent of the spiced soap fills the air, and the glow of the fire and candles makes her skin and mine glisten like gold. I pour hot water over my head and sigh at the glorious heat of it. My favorite part of a long journey is washing away the grime afterward. In spite of my cock’s throbbing tightness, my other muscles begin to relax, soothed by the bath.
When we have each washed ourselves, head to toe, Ixiana and I sit on opposite sides of the tub. Both her small nipples are visible above the surface, and the water gleams on the curves of her breasts, the sharp lines of her collarbones, and her thin shoulders. Her fingers, tapered and delicate, tap gently on the edge of the tub.
A touch against my sensitive cock—small toes brushing along it.
I gasp at the contact, a thrill passing through my groin and belly.
Ixiana smirks and presses her foot against my length more firmly, rubbing along it. Thrill after thrill courses through me until I cannot bear it. It would be too intimate to let myself come in front of her like this; I need to be alone.
Swearing, I leap out of the tub and snatch one of the blankets I laid out. I wrench open the back door of the kitchen, planning to walk into the cold and vent my lust out there, as I usually do.
But Ixiana says, “Wait.”
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When she calls to me I hesitate, holding the back door open a crack, while freezing air rushes in.
“What?” I grit out.
“You always do this,” Ixiana says softly. “You go outside to pleasure yourself—out in the cold. Why?”
“I won’t take your body,” I growl.
“But you could let me touch you, as you touched me.”
That is a line I will not cross. Because she is not mine. She belongs to her betrothed the prince, and to her family. I gave her pleasure one time, but making her service me—I will not do it. No one would believe it was of her own free will—they would think I’d forced her, as my captive.
“No,” I tell her.
Her voice quivers. “Because you find me frail and disgusting, not worth your admiration or pleasure.”
“No, by the gods! Faen, you—you make me hard simply by speaking to me. By moving, by existing—”
Her brown eyes are bright, pleading, full of desire. “Then let me touch you.”
“No.” I open the door wider, bracing myself, intent on going out into the cold night.
“You’ll freeze,” she protests. “If you won’t let me touch you, at least release yourself here, in the warmth… where I can watch.”
My whole body tightens.
She wants to… watch? While I pleasure myself?
I swallow hard.
If she is consenting and eager, what is the harm in that?
Thoughts rise, clamoring—reasons why I should not do this. I push them all to the back of my mind.
Slowly I close the door, shutting out the frozen dark, relenting to the humid warmth of the room.
“Stand up in the tub,” I tell her quietly.
As she rises, water streaming from her bare body, my cock bobs. She is so beautiful, soaking wet, her long hair dripping in loose golden curls. One of those curls is slicked to her sharp hipbone.
“Spread your legs a little.” I need to see that part of her, those delicate lips of rosy flesh opening for me.
She obeys, and I let the blanket fall from my body, exposing all of me. I walk forward to the edge of the tub.
Naked we stand, face to face, her in the bath and me at its edge.
She’s breathing short and fast, her breasts rising with each inhale. Her eyes widen as she watches my fingers curl around my shaft.
She’s reaching for the cleft between her legs. But I have a perverse desire to make her feel the agony of waiting for pleasure, so I say, “No.” And she stops, curling her hands into fists.
I move my hand slowly along my cock, rubbing the sensitive skin, relishing the tiny thrills racing through it. Each stroke yields a stronger rush of pleasure, and I increase the rhythm, filling my eyes with Ixiana, her breasts, her eyes, her hips, her sex, her legs—faster—and then, “Gods, Ixiana—” her name leaves my mouth in a harsh moan, and I come, spraying the surface of the bath.
A few drops of my release dot her belly, and she swirls a finger across her skin, collecting those drops before tucking her fingertip between her lips. Tasting me.
I inhale sharply. A wild joy runs through me at that filthy act of hers.
I want her, with her blushes and wicked impulses. Her, with her clever treachery and her inner strength. Her, all of her. Mine.
But the moment is over, and we both know it.
She steps from the tub, and I hand her a blanket and the soft tunic I set aside for her. I pull the stopper loose from the bath, allowing the water to drain away, while she blots her dripping hair with the blanket.
Once she is dressed in the tunic, she begins braiding her hair and re-tightening the knots that hold the bones. She braids clumsily. Perhaps back home she had a maid who did her hair for her.
I pull on a pair of loose, clean pants and step up behind her, taking over the task of braiding. I’ve plaited hair of all kinds countless times, so I make quick work of it.
When I’ve finished and tied off the end with a bit of string, she says, “Sit. Fair is fair. You braided mine—let me braid yours.”
I frown, because I doubt the braids she makes will be tight enough to last long. But then I think of her small fingers working through my hair, and the idea is too tempting to resists. I sit crosslegged on the broad hearth while she kneels behind me, running slim fingers through my wavy locks.
“I’m not as good as you or Jili,” she says.
I shrug.
“Why was Jili with us on the journey?” she asks. “It was a rough trip for anyone, and she’s still a child.”
The heat of the fire bathes my face as I answer. “Jili’s father was killed on a southern raid. If her mother leaves her too far behind, Jili becomes frantic, nearly demented, terrified that her mother won’t return. She’s much better when they ride together. She stays in our camp during raids, which is still hard for her—but it means she doesn’t need to wait for days for word of her mother’s survival. She gets the news, good or bad, within hours.”
Ixiana’s fingers probe deeper into my hair, snagging on the tiny bone braid at my nape. “Do you always keep this one in?”
“Don’t touch it,” I growl.
“The bones in that braid are different.”
“They are the finger bones of my mother and my brother. So they can protect me.”
“How—nice.” Her voice is shriller now. She is horrified and disgusted. “You, um—you didn’t tell me your mother had passed.”
I have come this far with her. I may as well tell her the rest of my pain. “She cut her own throat after my brother’s death.”
“Oh gods,” Ixiana whispers. “I’m so sorry.”
“Now you know my shame. The weakness of my line—brother, mother, and father.” I release a hard laugh. “Zeha and I are the only strong ones. This is why I must never yield, or soften. This is why I must breed with someone hearty and reliable, someone with the health and grit to survive here and produce sturdy children. And this is why I must secure southern lands for those among my clan who need a warmer climate, different food, and better care.”
The truth of the words, spoken aloud, breaks me out of the haze of lust and delight in which she ensnared me. I can think clearly again, and the inevitable shadow of my duty to my clan quenches the rosy light of my love for the girl.
She has finished with the braids, so I push her hands away, rising from the hearthstone. “Marrying you, bonding with you—it would ruin my chances for the family I want. But it might secure a chance of survival for others.”
She nods meekly. There’s no hint now of the woman who challenged me to undress her and asked to watch me come. The truth makes her shrink back into herself, just as it darkens and hardens my resolve.
“Are you going to chain me tonight?” she asks.
“No.”
“Then where should I sleep? On the bench?”
I don’t like the thought of her sleeping on a hard wooden bench in the front room. “You’ll sleep in my bed. But if you touch me I’ll cut off your fingers.”
She cringes, and my heart softens instantly.
“I won’t do that,” I reassure her. “But—don’t touch me.”
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When I wake the next morning, Ixiana is sitting up in my bed. A shaft of light slants between the window shutters, illuminating her yellow hair. Kaja is also in the room, prowling about. I’m not sure how she got in. Maybe my father opened the door for her this morning? No, he would still be asleep…
Ixiana’s chin is tilted up. She’s inspecting the painting on the ceiling, a man rutting into a woman. They’re surrounded by trees that look like cocks and mountains that look like breasts.
“It’s intended to promote fertility,” I say.
She jumps. “Gods! Warn a person before you wake up.”
I laugh, because she is adorable.
She smiles at me, her whole face lighting up. “I love your laugh.”
Sitting up, I smile at her too, because my dark mood slipped away while I was asleep, and with the coming of morning anything seems possible. I never dreamed I would be waking in a bed beside her, and it feels wonderful. It feels right.
Her sweet face is so close to mine—those rosy lips parted, drifting closer—I’m going to taste them—
And then someone moves in the doorway, and clears their throat.
My sister, and Olsa. They must have been the ones who let Kaja in.
Faen.
Both of them look angry.
“Tell me you didn’t rut with her,” Zeha says sharply. “If you did, we’re ruined.”
“I didn’t,” I say, and Ixiana echoes my words with an indignant, “He didn’t.”
I don’t think she has any right to sound so indignant, not after she practically begged me to see if my cock would fit inside her.
“Good.” Zeha holds up a scrap of paper. “I’ve had another message from her people. This time it’s good news.”
“Another message?” I throw off the covers, jump out of the bed, and snatch a shirt from a rack by the wall.
As I take the note from Zeha, Olsa catches my wrist in her strong fingers.
“Why is she in here?” she hisses at me, her eyes flicking to Ixiana. “I chained her in the storage room, yet I find her in your bed? What does this mean, Cronan? You and I had an arrangement.”
“An arrangement, not a vow, Olsa.” I understand her confusion, and I’m sorry for it. Yet I cannot lie and promise Olsa that I still hope for a marriage between us.
“What has she done to you?” Olsa presses a palm to my cheek, searching my eyes. “Do you care for this scrawny little whore?”
Instead of responding, I unroll the tiny paper and read the message.
It’s crisp and pointed, like the first one. And the terms are not what I wanted. We’re being offered the town of Three Bridges, on the southern side of the Altagoni mountains, not in the fertile river lands. The ransom money is half what I originally demanded. We may settle in the town, but we may not use force against any of the district’s people or soldiers. We must abide by the laws of the district and keep within the boundaries of the land we’re given, except by special permission from the district leader himself.
And there’s another condition, which makes my face heat with fury. Prince Havil demands that his intended bride be returned to him untouched, a virgin. When he gets her back, he will have her examined to ensure she’s intact.
I clench my teeth, enraged beyond words.
“Don’t be angry, Cronan,” my sister says. “I contacted the Prince myself during our trip back, to save you from having to make an unsuitable marriage. The terms of the bargain are different from what you wanted, but still good for our people.”
So that was where the missing hawk was. Carrying a message to the prince and the parents. My sister has been dealing with them behind my back.
“This is all wrong.” My voice is raw with frustration. “We need land below the mountains, not in them. I wanted good flat land for farming, with a town nearby for trade.”
“They won’t yield that to us unless we take it by force,” Zeha says. “Or unless we do what the other warlords suggested—kill this girl as a warning, and take more valuable hostages. We either invade, or we broaden our campaign of terror, kidnapping more of their noble children and killing them if the ransoms aren’t paid. Or you can accept this bargain as the best we are going to get.”
I crumple the note and shove it toward her. “I don’t like this deal.”
“Money and land. It’s what you wanted.”
“Not enough money, and the wrong land.”
Olsa speaks up. “Take it, Cronan. This bargain will help our clan. We’ll be able to pay what we owe to Vinzha’s clan and to the healer, and we’ll have money left over for medicinal tonics, weapons, and other supplies. And it will rid us of her, so you can be yourself again.”
I frown at her. “I am more myself now than I’ve ever been.”
And then I realize what I said. It’s practically a confession of love. Out of the corner of my eye I glimpse Ixiana stroking Kaja, who has claimed my spot on the bed. The girl looks calm, but her cheeks are pink.
Olsa and my sister are speechless.
I can’t bear the silence. It’s too powerful, too full of emotion—I’m not used to feeling this way before others. To fill the quiet, I seize my weapons belt, which I threw over a nearby chair last night. I yank the hawk’s head knife from its sheath and stab it into the wall with all my might.
Maybe I can buy myself a little time before I make this decision. “I’ll consult with the other warlords again,” I say tightly, but Zeha cuts in.
“No need. Your meeting with them was a courtesy, and you’ve heard their opinions. Two of them left for their settlements already and won’t appreciate being summoned back again so soon. This is your decision to make. For the good of our clan.”
My sister switches to our dialect so Ixiana cannot understand her. “Cronan, I plied all my skill crafting the message to her parents and the prince. This is the most they are willing to give you, I promise you that. This bargain puts everything right, you see. You can have the life you want, the family you want, while helping our whole clan as well. This one, sweet as she is, does not have a place with us.”
“The girl wants to go home, Cronan,” Olsa interrupts in the Common Tongue. “She’s too weak to survive long up here, and you know it. The kindest thing you can do is take her back to her people.”
Truth. I hear the agony of truth in their words. Why does truth have to be so painful, so sharp, like a double-edged dagger sinking straight into the pulsing flesh of my heart?
My shoulders slump as I relent. I have no choice but to give in, because they are right. Taking this deal is the best thing for my clan, for my future plans, and for Ixiana. She has almost died several times here, in the savage North. If I try to keep her, I will lose too much. And I will lose her. She cannot survive in this place.
“I will accept the ransom,” I say. “Choose some of our warriors to go along with me and take possession of the mountain village they’re giving us. And we’ll need fresh horses. Once we’ve secured our new southern holdings, we can bring some of the weaker clan members there to live.”
“The other clans will want a share of the foothold we’ve gained,” Zeha reminds me.
I nod to her. “I will call another council in a week to discuss it. I did this for all the clans, not ours alone. As you said, the other warlords can help us hold onto the village. I don’t trust the Southerners not to double-cross us and try to reclaim the place after we’ve taken possession.”
Olsa looks unconvinced. “Some of the warlords won’t respect the tentative peace you’ve arranged. They will see this as a chance to drive their raiding parties further into the southern districts.”
“Then I’ll rely on you both to help me convince them.” As I buckle on my weapons belt, I catch a knowing look exchanged between Olsa and my sister. They know what I mean when I say “convince.” Diplomacy has its place, and so do swords.
Once we have the land and money we’ve been promised, we will hold onto it, and to our goals, with everything we have.




49

[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
My sister and Olsa leave, and I finish dressing. Before we depart, I’ll need to bring in firewood for my father, so I pull a big fur-lined cloak from a chest and wrap it around myself. It’s a finer one than the cloak I lost to the Bloodsalt. If I’m to meet Ixiana’s father, the district leader, I should look my best, no matter how brief the exchange may be.
When I glance at Ixiana again, my heart jumps. Sitting in my bed, even in the simple tunic, she looks like a godsdamned queen of the North with her delicate features, her long blonde braids, and the elegant length of her neck. Her slim fingers weave through the white tiger’s ruff. No denying it now—Kaja is enamored with my prisoner.
“Kaja likes you,” I say.
“She does.” Ixiana smiles, proud and satisfied.
“You look as if you belong there, mouse,” I tell her quietly. “In my bed, with a tiger under your palm.”
“Maybe I do.”
“No.” I stride to the bed and slap the tiger’s haunch. “Go! Get your ass off my pillow.”
Kaja jumps down indignantly and shakes herself before stalking proudly out of the bedroom. I kick the door shut behind her.
No more fantasies about Ixiana being a warlord’s bride—that is no longer a choice that is open to me. She is going. She is leaving now. Today.
Misery stabs my soul, violent and sharp. I seize Ixiana bodily and lift her from the bed, setting her on the floor. The instant her bare feet hit the cold planks, she springs back into the warm covers like a snow-mouse to a burrow.
I sigh in frustration. “Ixiana, up. Now. You need to get dressed. You’re going home today.”
She tilts her head and pushes out her lower lip. “Can’t we rest a little first? It was such a long and terrible journey to get here.”
“More whining?” I scowl. “You know how much I hate whining. Obey me, prisoner, or I’ll have to strip you down and dress you myself.”
I should not have said that. She looks far too eager and interested in that idea.
“No,” I warn her. “You impossible little lust-creature—no, I won’t strip you—you’re going to dress yourself, like a good girl, or you’ll be punished.”
“What kind of punishment? More useless training where I bruise myself against your massive bones?”
“Something worse.” I reach for her, but she grabs the headboard and kicks at my hand.
She’s vicious when she does it, but her foot is so small, and her expression is half-savage, half-playful. It wakens the predator in me, and I can’t help grinning at her.
She’s leaving me soon. But not this very moment.
This moment is mine, to play with my mouse.
I climb onto the bed with her and drag her off the headboard, while she thrashes and squirms on the mattress. Her tunic is scrunched high around her thighs. Like I did when we trained, I pin both her wrists in one of my hands, above her head. Reaching down, I run my other hand along her thigh and hip, shifting her tunic upward, exposing the tempting triangle between her legs.
Ixiana is breathing hard, her cheeks flushed. She pins her thighs tightly together, but when I squeeze my fingers between them she relents and opens for me, parting her thighs, spreading herself wide.
For the first time, I have a full view of her sex. I’ve touched it before, seen it from the front, but not from this angle, not open like this. She’s like a rose, with a dewy center that’s glistening, begging to be tasted, to be entered. Every delicate fold, every bit of pink flesh—it’s exquisite. More than I can bear.
I swallow hard, licking my lips. “Faen. Why did the gods make this part of you so damn beautiful?”
Despite being caged by my body, she’s pliant and relaxed. Her lips and cheeks are flushed, her brown eyes pools of desire and invitation.
My face hangs above hers. The braids she clumsily wove for me have partly fallen out, and tendrils of my yellow hair brush against her cheek.
She lifts her head, mouth parted and eager, but I don’t kiss her. Biting my lip, I take another long look at her sex. I want her so badly my body trembles. My balls are tight with need, and my cock strains against my clothing.
“Unmolested,” I say hoarsely. “Those were the terms. I must return you untouched, still a virgin. Prince Havil said you would be examined to ensure it, and that if you weren’t intact, the engagement would end and our bargain would be forfeit.”
Ixiana frowns. “He said that?”
“He wrote down those exact words.” Because he is a fool. Only a fool would reject such a treasure as this beautiful woman, simply because another man took her first. This prince is selfish, idiotic, uncaring, thoughtless. I hate him so much that a shudder runs over me, revulsion mingling with my lust.
“What if you’d already had me by force?” Ixiana says faintly. “Would Havil reject me over something that wasn’t my choice?”
“Yes.”
“That’s not fair, and it’s not love. He’s not trying to protect me, he’s thinking only of himself, getting the first chance at this.” She writhes a little, shifting her hips, and the movement is so seductive I vent a harsh breath.
“He values being the one to claim you,” I manage to say. “I understand the urge. It’s a primal need, to stake first claim. Though I’d have you even if you’d been with a hundred other men.”
Her face reddens still more. “You want me that badly?”
I lower my mouth to her ear, pressing all the ache of my soul and body into one heated word. “Yes.”
“Take me then,” she whispers. “Not like an honorable man. Take me like a beast, like a raider. Like a Warlord.”
A thrill throbs through my cock at those words. That is all I have wanted since I first saw her—to ravage her thoroughly, with her earnest agreement.
But if I do, the bargain will be nullified. Ixiana’s arranged marriage, her future in a safe Southern kingdom, will be jeopardized. And I cannot do that to my people, or to her.
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Take me like a warlord.
I hum low in my chest at Ixiana’s words, and my body reacts. To fortify myself, I call up years of memories—her father’s soldiers slitting the belly of a man I’d known for years, stabbing a woman in my company through the throat. I picture the storehouses and pantries of the Southerners, stocked to overflowing with good things—food, herbs, medicinal ointments, restorative tonics, thick cloth, good thread, heavy rope, ink and paper—while our cupboards and barrels and breadboxes lie mostly empty. I think of the Southern books, instruments, and art—things present in even the poorest of homes. And I think of lean winters, when my warriors went hungry so the children could eat. I think of frozen bodies discovered in a cabin where the family fell sick and were too ill to fetch help or bring in firewood. I think of the rich land my people used to own. We were a peaceful race once, before we were driven out. Before we were tossed into the cursed North like scraps of refuse.
Much as I love Ixiana, I still hate her people. And I still need to save mine.
I push myself away from her.
But the sweet, sorrowful disappointment in my treasure’s face is too much for me to take. I will give her something to remember me by.
“I won’t enter you,” I say. “But I have my limits. And I cannot let you go without first tasting this.”
I lower my face between her legs before I can think better of it. Something primal inside me takes over—a heated haze dulls my thoughts, and my only conscious impulse is devouring the sweetness of this woman. She is the nectar of winflowers. She is honey and wine. Every bit of her is so tender, warm, and wet—so sensitive.
I brace her thighs with both my hands while she arches and gasps. I lick through and through her, lap at every crease and fold with my tongue. I suckle her, kiss her, and lap at the small nub in a quick rhythm that makes her let out a faint shriek.
At that, I lift my head. “Quiet.”
She nods desperately, and I return to savoring her sex, sucking and kissing, lapping and licking until she gasps, “Please, please—”
I want to finish this.
I want her to break, to convulse, to scream with agonized bliss. But if I let myself finish it now, I might not be able to let her go. And some savage part of me takes a dark satisfaction in the idea of leaving her as desperate as I am.
Now is the time to make her remember who and what she is—the daughter of my enemy, my prisoner, a hostage on her way to an exchange. It is best this way. I need to begin putting distance between us.
So I rise from the bed, and I wipe her wetness from my lips and beard. “Get dressed, and maybe then I will finish it.”
“You evil monster,” she says. “I’ll do it myself.”
I seize her hair, tugging her face closer to mine. “If you do, I will know. And then I will chain you to the post again until we leave. Be a good prisoner, and you’ll be allowed to move freely. Fresh clothes are there.” I point to the chair where I laid out clothing for her last night, while she was falling asleep in my bed.
As I leave the room, she releases a mew of pitiful, frustrated passion. I chuckle darkly, satisfied.
It will take her a while to get dressed, and she won’t dare indulge herself when I could walk into the room at any moment. If she does, I will punish her.
I half-hope she disobeys me.
Walking is awkward with the massive bulge in my trousers. When I reach the kitchen, I stir up the fire, and then I search my discarded, filthy clothing from last night until I find the scrap of black lace—Ixiana’s discarded underwear from the night I took her. I rub it between my fingers. It’s still soft, despite everything it has been through. Soft, resilient, beautiful.
I unlace my pants and pull out my cock, and I stroke swiftly, frantically, because if she finds me doing this, it will be over. I’ll throw her down and shove myself inside her—I will pound into her body until she screams for me, until she swears she will be only mine.
My cock throbs and spurts onto the black lace, over and over. I’m heaving, gasping—my eyes are wet. After the final spasm, I throw the soiled lace into the kitchen fire and re-lace my trousers while I watch it burn.
That was the end of it. The end of me and Ixiana.
Afterward I move through the routine of making breakfast for the girl. I make my porridge plain, but to hers I add a spoonful of preserves and a little of the precious milk-like liquid from the iru nut. The nuts are rare, and the liquid is difficult to extract, which makes it the most expensive edible in the kitchen—in the whole settlement.
It is my last gift to her, the only way I will ever say that I love her. As far as she knows, I care little that she is leaving. All I’m losing is a body I lusted for, nothing more. I can easily replace that body with another.
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The girl is sitting on a bench in the front room, her lovely mouth shaped in a pout. When I hand her the porridge, all she says is, “Does it have milk?”
Of course she does not appreciate this. Why should she? She grew up rich, with every comfort and convenience the district could offer.
“I made it with a milk-like liquid distilled from the iru nut,” I tell her grimly. “Very rare and expensive to make. Don’t waste it.”
She cups the bowl more carefully. “Thank you.” Then she glances at my father’s bedroom door. “Will he come out for breakfast?”
“He’ll be sleeping off his liquor.” I seat myself near her and begin to eat my own breakfast. I finish the food quickly, hoping she will eat quietly and be done soon as well.
No such luck. After several spoonfuls, she begins talking to me.
“You’ve had a difficult life. I understand now, why you are the way you are.”
“And what way is that?” I mutter.
“Harsh. Cruel. A brutal warrior.” She licks her lips, savoring another spoonful. “You’ve lost much, and you’ve had to live and act a certain way to survive. I understand.”
The sheer arrogance of the words angers me.
“After a handful of days, you understand my entire life?” I narrow my eyes at her. “So prideful, just like all your people. Assuming you can grasp the depth of someone else’s pain.”
“I’m human,” she says. “Aren’t all human experiences somewhat related? We experience them in different degrees, but I can imagine how you feel. I’ve been sad before—I can imagine that sadness multiplied a thousand times in the loss of a brother and mother. I’ve been angry before—I can imagine that anger so much more powerful, running so deep through generations that it sometimes blinds you to the real cruelty of your actions—keeps you from seeing how you are mirroring the very thing that was done to your people generations ago.”
“But we didn’t begin this,” I protest. “Your people started it, by going to war with us and pushing us out.”
“That was long ago. No one who did those things is alive in my district today.”
“You are their descendants.”
“And so we should pay for their sins?”
“Yes!” I slam my bowl down and rise. “Someone should pay. The wrong of your ancestors will be visited on their children. On you, little mouse.” I move, caught in the current of my anger, torn apart by the beliefs inside me that are changing, shifting, because of her. I grip her braids and yank her upright. Her empty bowl falls to the floor.
I cannot bear this. I cannot bear what I’ve become, what she has made me. I cannot bear to be soft and weak, to understand her people—no. I won’t soften toward them. I will harden myself again, and be strong. Then maybe I can survive losing her.
The girl looks up, and her brown eyes meet mine. No anger, despite my violence.
I steel myself against that look, and I growl, “When we take possession of that village in the Southern mountains, it will be our first foothold. But we will not stop there. I have a plan, one that will spread our influence throughout your districts and shake the grip of your leaders. Your father and the other district nobles are already weak. We will infiltrate, erode them further from within, and then strike. We will take back our birthright, the land of our ancestors.”
She answers me softly, sadly. “And my people? Where will they go?”
“Those who resist will die. The others will be sent North. Let them live in the wasteland we were given.”
“You’re no better than my ancestors, then,” she whispers.
“No!” I shake her by her braids, and she winces. “No, I’m not like them. I’m only reversing what they did. Setting it right.”
“How is this right?” Her voice rises, and tears glimmer in her eyes. “How does more violence ensure a bright future?”
“Your people will not hear soft words!” I shout, desperate. “All they understand is violence, and pain, and the theft of the comforts they worship!”
She places slim fingers across my wrist. Her lips quiver as she speaks. “Some of them might listen. After all, I heard your words. And yes, I had to have all my comforts torn away first. But I listened. I hear you.”
My heart is swelling, aching. I fear it might burst. “That’s because you’re different from the rest of them.”
“No. It’s only because you and I had time together. We were forced to see through the words we use to describe each other. I had to learn to look past ‘raider,’ ‘ruffian,’ and ‘warlord,’ until I could see you clearly as Cronan, heartbroken son of the North, compassionate man, fearless guide to his people.”
I loosen my grip on her hair, her beautiful soft hair, soft like her heart.
Soft like mine.
“And you see me,” she whispers. “Don’t you? You see past the weakling, the mouse, the spoiled Southern child of entitled nobility. Who do you see now?”
I shake my head, teeth set, blinking hard because tears are coming now. This is not me. This is not how a warlord should act.
Maybe with her I am not a warlord.
I am more myself now than I’ve ever been.
The girl is waiting for my answer. A half-sob breaks from her. “Cronan. Tell me who you see.”
Not the girl, not the captive, not my enemy’s daughter.
Ixiana.
I release a long, shuddering breath, and I relax my fingers, holding her braids lightly now, loosely. “I see a girl who annoys me with her whining, her constant challenge of my goals, and her ignorance of my culture.”
Her mouth wobbles, tears sliding down her cheeks.
Ixiana.
“And I see a woman, stronger than anyone knows,” I continue, in a voice close to breaking. “A survivor. A warrior who battles every day and wins. I see a sly trickster, an enchantress who could turn my heart into a lush garden, or into a wasteland as barren as the Bloodsalt.”
My hand slips from her hair to the nape of her neck, and as I bend to meet her mouth, I let the pain in, and the love as well. I don’t fight it. I don’t chastise myself or question my own strength. I sink into her, into the kiss.
I am going to lose her, and I am loving her anyway.
A fool’s choice. I should know better, having loved and lost. But she is worth every pang I will feel.
She’s crying, arms wrapped around my neck, kissing me back with all her strength and sweetness.
When we pause to breathe, I brush strands of her hair from her forehead. “I can’t ask you to stay with me. You’ll die up here, in this wild land.”
“And I can’t ask you to come live with me,” she answers. “My people would kill you.”
We are trapped. Fated by the soul-bond, yet destined to be torn apart and forever separated. The injustice of it pierces my soul, and my fingers curl around her shoulders. “Why is my life like this? One loss after another. Some days I don’t think I can bear it.”
“You have to bear it,” she says sharply. “Because I can’t live in a world where you don’t exist.”
I draw her in, fold her against my chest. “I can’t let you go to that prince and marry him.”
“But if you don’t, you’ll lose the ransom you were promised. The little village in the Southern mountains, and the money for your people’s welfare.”
With a frustrated groan, I wrap my arms tighter around her. “I don’t see a way out of this, mouse.”
Someone shouts outside, startling me and Ixiana. Another voice calls back, a merry reply. My people are preparing for the journey back to the mountains.
“You have to take me back home,” Ixiana murmurs into my chest. “Maybe on the way we’ll think of something.”
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I choose fresh warriors and fresh horses for the return journey. The others, both human and beast, need to rest. Kaja stays behind as well, but Olsa comes along without being asked. Maybe, after finding Ixiana in my bed, she is determined to keep an eye on both of us.
To allay her suspicions, I make Ixiana ride with Zeha. It’s hard to bear, knowing that I’m losing precious minutes with my treasure.
After hours of riding, missing her presence, I determine that whether Olsa approves or not, I will ride with Ixiana tomorrow.
The first day of our journey passes uneventfully. That night, Zeha sends a snow-hawk from our camp, carrying a message with our acceptance of the terms. The bargain has been struck, and there is no going back.
While Zeha sends the hawk, I help with the tents. Ixiana holds my horse’s bridle, petting his nose while she waits for me to come and care for him. I steal glances at her while I work. She speaks to my sister for several minutes, and once, when I look up, they are both watching me.
Once I’m done driving the stakes for the tent, I approach to take Hyval’s bridle. When my gaze meets Ixiana’s, I say softly, “Mouse.”
My sister rolls her eyes. “You impossible fool.” And then she slaps my face, hard.
Startled, I stare at her. “What? What did I do?”
“You know what you did.” She marches off, unwrapping her leather hawker’s cuff.
Confused, I look at Ixiana, but she only blushes, shrugs, and walks away, leaving me to feed and water Hyval.
We eat around the fire, a stew Olsa made. She cooks as well as she fights. She will not be my partner, but some man will be lucky to have her.
After the meal, there is singing. The chant loosens the knot of passion and pain in my heart, gives it an escape. But after distracting myself with the song awhile, I realize that Ixiana is gone, and so is Zeha.
Frowning, I rise and plunge into the darkness beyond the firelight, following their tracks through the snow. I haven’t gone far when I see their forms in the gloom. They are walking together, returning from somewhere.
“What happened?” I ask. “You were gone a long time.”
“The stew didn’t settle well,” Ixiana mutters.
“Are you all right now?”
“Yes.”
“Hm.” I sweep her into my arms. “You need rest. We’ll go to my tent.”
“Not so fast,” Zeha interjects. “She’ll be staying in my tent tonight.”
I grip Ixiana tighter. “Why?”
“Because I can’t trust you not to violate her.”
“I would never take a woman unwilling,” I say. “You know that.”
“That’s the problem. I did not mind you two sharing space when I thought you hated each other. But now—”
If I have to lie to my sister to be near Ixiana, so be it. “I still hate her.”
“Of course you do.” Zeha plants her fists on her hips. “That’s why you’re holding her so tightly, as if someone is going to steal her away.”
“She might escape,” I say lamely.
“Cronan, stop.” Ixiana presses a palm to my face. “She knows. About the ether and the thought-voices, and how we both feel.”
There’s pity in my sister’s face, and I cannot bear it. I can’t allow her to know how deeply I care.
“The ether-speak means nothing,” I growl.
“That’s not true, and you know it as well as I do,” Zeha says. “If it had only happened one time, I could have discounted it as a random oddity. But multiple times? It’s the sign of a soul-bond, brother. Admit it.”
“Admitting it does no good.” I set Ixiana down, my empty hands curling into fists. “After everything that’s happened—this? When will the gods decide I’ve suffered enough?”
Zeha walks toward me. For a moment I fear she might embrace me; but instead she strikes a fist against my chest, a bracing blow. “Stop whining. You sound like her.” She jerks her head toward Ixiana.
That is too far. “I do not.”
“You do. So quit mewling like an infant, and start thinking about how you’re going to secure the mountain village and keep it safe against repossession. I’ll take Ixiana to my tent.”
Once we return to camp, she and Ixiana disappear into the tent while I stand by the fire, staring into it. The other warriors have finished their song and are taking to the tents as well, all except a young one who remains seated on a log. He must have volunteered to take first watch.
Olsa comes to stand beside me, her chestnut braids shining red in the glow of the flames. “A good day’s travel,” she says.
“Hm.”
I glance aside, toward Zeha’s tent. She and Ixiana have lit candles within, and by their light I can see Ixiana’s form through the tent material, a blurred silhouette. She appears to be washing herself.
“Cronan!” Olsa’s tone is sharp, and I turn my gaze back to the fire. “I know this has been difficult,” she continues. “The Southerner may have addled your mind, but I hope you have some clarity left. You have always seen your purpose and our future so clearly. Do not let anyone steal that foresight from you.”
When I don’t respond, she shifts her feet in the snow and says, “I missed you.”
“I missed you as well. We’ve been friends a long time, you and I.”
“Friends.” Impatience bleeds through her tone. “And more than friends. Before you left, we spoke of partnership, of having children, Cronan. Have you forgotten it all?”
I do not want to speak of this with her, but I seem to have no choice. “We spoke of an arrangement, yes. A pleasant one, between friends.”
“More than that,” she mutters. “I admire you, Cronan. I care about you, and I have always thought you felt the same, in your own way. Yet I feel you drifting from me—from us, your people.”
“I am as devoted to my people as ever,” I growl. “Or I would not be doing this.”
I don’t look at her, but I can feel her eyes on me.
“Doing this,” she says slowly. “You mean, giving her up. Because you want her, this puny mewling scrap of a Southern female. You lust after her.”
“Enough,” I say. “It has been a long day. You should rest.”
She scoffs. When I don’t speak again, she says coldly, “Is that your command, Warlord?”
“It is.”
With another scoff and a shake of her head, she begins to walk away. Then she turns back, and I lift my gaze to hers. She is a proud, strong, beautiful daughter of my people. My friend. But my heart does not cry for hers like it does for Ixiana.
“You will do right by us,” Olsa says. “You always have. And if it’s a woman’s warmth you seek, I will share your tent. You have only to ask.”
I gnaw my lip without answering. Then I turn back to the fire.
A few moments later, she walks away and ducks into her own tent.
I will not be able to sleep. My head and heart are too full, too loud.
“You,” I say to the young warrior on guard. “Go and sleep. I’ll take the first watch.”
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It’s an uneventful watch at first, until the cry of a lone, wandering jäkel splits the night. I lift my head, scanning the shadows. But it’s unlikely that a single demon will come into a camp full of people wearing the bones.
Near the log where I’m sitting, someone placed a few pieces of extra firewood. I pick up a chunk of it, ready to add more wood to the flames in case the beast prowls too near.
Something stirs to my right—the flap of Zeha’s tent opening. A slim figure emerges, peering anxiously around. Ixiana, probably woken by the jäkel’s scream. A shiver of pleasure runs through me as she creeps to the fire and settles herself on the log close to me.
In the fire a piece of wood pops and cracks, sending a shower of sparks flying upward. I inhale deeply—fresh snow and wood smoke. There is no better fragrance, unless it’s the flowery scent of my treasure’s hair.
“Can’t you sleep?” she whispers.
“No.”
“I heard a scream.”
“Jäkel.”
“But why?” She scoots nearer to me, her arm pressing against mine. “We’re all wearing our bones.”
“They can’t smell your spirit when you wear the relics of the dead,” I explain. “But sometimes their lust for flesh is so strong that even the relics are of little use. There is only one, though, I think. And it won’t venture too close to a camp with so many humans. You can sleep, mouse. I will watch.”
“I would rather stay up with you.”
Warmth floods my body, but I say, “You need rest. We’ll be riding all day tomorrow.”
Ixiana reaches up, brushing her fingers along my cheek, through my short beard. “I’d rather be kissed than rested.”
I should tell her no. I should resist her. Indulging her, indulging myself, will only make this harder in the end.
But my strength is limited.
I drop the firewood. My hands close around Ixiana’s body and I pull her onto my lap. Even here, perched on my knee, she is shorter than I am. I have to lean down to tilt my forehead against hers.
Her breath and mine mingle, our mouths hovering a scant space apart. For a long moment I torture myself with the nearness of her round, delicious lips, with her soft warm exhales.
And then I take her mouth. I grip the back of her head and swallow her breath as mine, plunging my tongue across hers. A deep, forceful kiss, and then I pull back and sow her lips with smaller kisses, seeds of my love. She presses the kisses back onto my lips, earnestly, passionately.
“I’m going to kiss you forever,” she murmurs.
Her lips move against mine, mobile, soft, tempting. Her tongue dances between my teeth, explores so deep I think she might taste my very soul. Before long she’s astride me, crushed against my body, her heated center right over my lower stomach. She kisses me harder, until the flavor of her desperation seeps through my control, melting me, weakening me.
Ixiana grinds herself against my body openly, shamelessly. There is no one to see. Everyone is asleep in the tents, and it is only the two of us, two stars burning for each other under an immense black sky.
“You promised you’d finish it,” Ixiana breathes into my mouth. “That you’d make me come. Liar.”
I bite her lower lip, savoring the plump flesh, and she gasps so loud I clamp one hand over her mouth. “You have to be quiet, mouse. Do you understand?” My resistance has melted entirely, turned liquid by her kisses, and I’ve gone beyond rational thought once again. All that’s left in my head my longing to please her. “If I do this, you have to be quiet.”
She nods, her face alight with lustful hope.
I slide her off my lap and rise, inspecting the camp and the surrounding landscape. There are no trees here, only scattered bushes that want to be trees but cannot manage to grow enough during the scant warm spells.
No one is awake, and there are no monsters in sight.
“We must be quick,” I whisper to Ixiana.
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We left the larger tents behind for this journey, so my shelter is smaller this time, barely enough room for Ixiana and I. I leave the flap shifted slightly aside, allowing the fire’s glow to sift through, into the dark interior.
I sit on my bedroll, spreading my legs wide, and I pull Ixiana between them. Hooking my fingers into her pants, I tug them down slowly, baring more and more of the pale pretty skin of her stomach, until I reveal her small mound. I shove the pants down to her ankles. When she parts her thighs a little, I slide my fingers through her tender, trembling flesh. She’s soaked, slippery.
“Zeha was right,” I whisper. “I can’t be trusted with you, not when your body begs for me like this.”
“Please.” She’s panting, her legs shaking. “Don’t stop. Please touch me.”
She deserves this pleasure, especially if she is going to be wed to a man as self-centered as the prince seems to be. Before I let her go to him, I will indulge her. I will show her what a man should do for a woman.
My tongue travels my lips, wetting them, and I pull her center nearer to my face. “Spread your legs a little wider then, treasure, and don’t make a sound.”
When she obeys, I lean in and begin to lick her. She tastes of snow, soap, and sweet liquid arousal. I lap gently, nuzzle and nip her, plunge my tongue into every secret space. I gauge my success by the tiny panting gasps she makes, and by the quiver of her thighs. She’s close. With the pad of my finger I titillate the most sensitive bit of her, and she breaks, arching against my hand. She grips fistfuls of my hair while the pleasure surges through her.
I kiss that sensitive spot and lick her spasming sex one more time. Then I draw her pants up again and lace them, while her sharp gasps ease into normal breathing.
Ixiana collapses against me, her whole body limp from the bliss. When her fingertips graze the lump beneath my trousers, she scrapes along it lightly with her nails, a thrilling touch that makes my eyes close.
“Your turn,” she whispers.
I had determined not to break that barrier. Not to let her touch me. But this could be my last chance.
I battle myself briefly, and I lose.
I nod to Ixiana, and I hold my breath.
Her slim fingers unfasten my pants and slither inside, closing around my shaft. She’s holding my cock. Moving it, pulling it out. Gods, her touch is magic. I grasp two great handfuls of the blankets and grit my teeth.
She’s playing with me, running two fingertips along my length, then tracing a single finger up the underside. My whole body jolts in response. I cannot bear this torture.
“We have to be quick,” I whisper. “For the gods’ sake, mouse—faen!” I nearly cry out, because she’s bending over my lap, her head between my legs. She’s pushing the broad head of my cock between her lips.
I’ve imagined this so many times, but nothing prepared me for the reality—the hot, wet, sucking sweetness, the tantalizing clasp of her fingers around the part of me that won’t fit in her mouth. She has not done this before—that much is clear—but I’ve never experienced it either. Besides the terrible incident with Rif, I’ve seen consenting partners provide oral pleasure a few times, usually in the gloom beyond campfires or in the shadow of buildings. It’s how I knew what to do with Ixiana the first time. And now she is experimenting, learning.
She sucks on me, her tongue laving the thin heated skin of my shaft. But it’s not enough. I need more. I’m beyond control now, beyond tenderness—I seize her head and I buck into her mouth, driving myself through the channel of her lips and hand to get the friction I crave.
And then I’m coming, pumping hard and hot. Her throat bobs; she’s swallowing all of it. Bliss floods my body in waves so strong I can barely hold back a scream.
With a final spasm, I relax, and my length slips out of her mouth.
“Did I do it right?” she whispers, wiping her lips.
I brush her hair back with shaking fingers.
“No woman has ever done that for me. I can’t imagine it being any better. Unless—”
“Unless?”
“Unless I could be inside you. Which I never will.” I tuck myself away and lace up my clothes. “And you? You are—pleased?”
“My craven lust is well satisfied, thank you,” she murmurs.
I should never have made her feel ashamed for her desire. “I’m sorry I said that to you.”
She kisses me lightly by way of forgiveness. “I should go back to Zeha’s tent before she wakes.”
“You should.” But I cannot let go of her hand. I want her to stay with me forever. Not only for pleasure, but for other things—conversations and arguments, sleep and training, food and laughter, songs and nightmares.
Ixiana smiles at me, like the dawn after a sunless winter. Reluctantly she tugs her fingers from mine and moves to the tent flap.
When she opens it, she comes face to face with a jäkel.




55

[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
The jäkel is startled, interrupted in his curious exploration of the camp, and that is what saves Ixiana’s life. That is what gives me time to lunge forward and intercept him when he leaps at her.
I push Ixiana backward into the tent and slam my arm between the beast’s snarling jaws.
My flesh rips, and when the jäkel chomps down, a bone in my arm snaps in half.
I have never felt such pain.
Roaring, bellowing, I catch the demon’s scruff with my good hand and smash the beast against the frozen ground with all my might. By luck, the creature’s neck cracks. It’s dead. Broken. Incapable of hurting my treasure.
Dizzy, agonized, I stand above it, gingerly cradling my wounded arm. I feel as if the lower half of it is about to fall off. My breath rushes ragged through my throat.
People are coming out of their tents, Zeha among them. In our language she says, “Cronan, you fool, what have you done? How did this jäkel get past the night watch? Gods, why is Ixiana in your tent? Ah you stupid, stupid boy—look at you, torn to pieces!”
Olsa throws an accusing look at Ixiana, who sits just inside the tent, right where she fell when I threw her out of the jäkel’s reach.
“I will find something to splint your arm, Cronan,” Olsa says tightly, and walks away.
The young warrior whose watch I took steps forward, pale and repentant. “It should have been me. The Warlord offered to take over my watch so I could sleep.”
“And he failed in his duty,” Zeha snaps. “You both did. If you had stuck to your task and sat up with him—if there had been two pairs of eyes instead of none at all, this might not have happened. And if certain people had stayed where they were put—” She glares at Ixiana.
My sister is right. I take her rebuke without reply, without resentment. The anguish of the broken bone shatters through me with every inhale, and it’s all I can do not to cry out. Only the presence of my warriors keeps me quiet. I am their Warlord. I must appear strong, even while wounded.
Ixiana gets up and approaches, her footsteps soft as those of a snow-mouse. “Thank you for saving me.” She strokes my good arm. “I’m so sorry. I wish I could fix it.”
“You are worth any pain,” I grit out.
“We’ll have the healer fix him when we reach the Lower Bloodsalt.” Zeha shakes her head at Ixiana and at me. But her tone is less acidic now. My sister has a tender place in her heart, and she likes Ixiana, I can tell. If circumstances were different, Zeha would be happy for me.
Olsa and Zeha splint my broken arm while I gulp greedily from a bottle of liquor someone hands me. Thanks to the pain, I can’t sleep anymore, so I keep drinking for the next few hours until the camp rouses fully and we set off again.
My thoughts are blurred from the drink, and with my arm splinted and bound to my chest, I’m in sorry shape. Ixiana rides behind me on Hyval, holding the reins. She tries not to bump my damaged arm as we ride, but it happens a few times, so I drink more.
Drinking dulls the agony of my wound, and it soothes my sore heart, too. I even manage to sing awhile, though Ixiana doesn’t seem to appreciate the tune. I am too drunk to care.
“This pain is nothing,” I tell her once, around midday. “The real pain is yet to come, mouse. You are going to carve out my heart and take it with you.”
She leans against my back. “I would stay with you. But then—”
“I know.” I nod heavily. “No ransom. No land. You would die in the cold wastelands. I’d rather you lived, mouse. I want to know that you’re running around in a Southern kingdom, free and well cared for.”
***
Another campsite, and another night of pain. Then a full day’s journey before we finally reach the forest of blood-veined trees. Zeha rides off to fetch Emana the healer, while I wallow in my misery and empty another bottle of liquor.
When Emana arrives, he sighs and shakes his head. “Again? Again I am expected to serve you without pay, with only the promise of coin. You are fortunate you’re my favorite of the warlords. I will do this for you, but I am coming with you to wherever you’re accepting the ransom, to ensure that I get my rightful due before you give it all away.”
“I won’t give it away,” I mutter.
“You will. Generous to a fault. That’s why you never have any coin to pay me.”
The healer’s eyes shine golden, and he begins to work on my arm. I can feel the agony ebbing away, the bone fragments shifting and knitting together again, the nerves and tendons mending.
When it’s done, I am whole. I can move my arm and shoulder without pain.
If only Emana could seal the cracks in my heart as easily.
Zeha comes into my tent, carrying a snow-hawk. “The girl’s parents will meet us at the mountain village, and the Prince himself is coming, with some of his men. They have laid out the instructions for the exchange.” She hands me the message, and I scan it quickly.
“We leave before dawn, and ride across the Bloodsalt and through the mountains,” I say. “We should reach the village around sunset tomorrow. The girl stays in my tent tonight.” I stare Zeha down, willing her to agree.
But she shakes her head. “No.”
“I won’t jeopardize the arrangement, I swear. She will remain a virgin.”
In her corner of the tent, Ixiana blushes. Emana clears his throat and hurries outside, leaving us to argue.
“I can’t trust the two of you together,” Zeha says. “This connection makes you both foolish.”
“You can’t tell me what to do.” The words sound petulant and childish, even to me.
My sister smiles a little, the shadow of sympathy in her eyes. “You may be the oldest, but I’m the wisest. She’ll be in my tent. Come, Ixiana.”
Ixiana puckers her lips and gets up with a resigned sigh.
“A kiss first.” I leap to my feet and catch her around the waist, pulling her against me. My mouth sinks against hers, and my whole body hums in response, relaxing with sheer relief. Kissing her is a mercy, a blessing. It is all the ransom I ever need—
“Gods,” Zeha says. “Enough.”
After one last hard kiss, I let my treasure go.
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That night, Ixiana and I speak to each other through the ether again. Both of us this time. Together. In the depth of sleep I hear her calling my name, and I reply.
Some couples have visions of each other through the ether as well, in addition to hearing words. Ixiana and I cannot see each other yet—at least, I cannot see her. But I can hear her light, sweet voice, tinged with sorrow.
“Do you think we’ll be able to speak to each other like this when I’m far from you?” she asks.
“I don’t know.”
“It would be wonderful and terrible if we could.”
“It would be torture,” I reply. “You will be married to someone else.”
“And you—you’ll marry Olsa.”
“Maybe.” I can barely picture that future without feeling as if my chest has been carved open.
“You’ll have babies with her,” Ixiana continues. “You’ll take her body, like I wanted you to take mine.” The calm sadness in her tone infuriates me.
“And your Prince will take you,” I answer sharply. “He will possess you and put his hands on you. He’ll slide his dick between your legs and push his tongue into your mouth.”
“Stop.” Her voice shrills, and I smile, satisfied that she’s feeling the same horror and panic that I’m suffering. “I—I’m not sure I can let him do that,” she falters. “I don’t think I can marry him after all.”
“You are part of the deal. You’re the reason he is contributing money and soldiers. Do you think he’ll let you go so easily, or that your parents will allow you to break the engagement?”
“My parents are good people. They’ll listen to me.”
A harsh, bitter laugh cracks from my throat. “If you want to get out of this, treasure, you can’t be so trusting. You have to be the woman who stole my horse and left me in a ditch to bleed out. The people we love disappoint us. They break us, sometimes without meaning to.”
“You think I’ll break you?” Her voice is drifting into the distance.
“You already have,” I murmur.
The next day we cross the Bloodsalt. Ixiana rides behind me, but we do not talk much. Every time we begin to converse, the conversation is tainted with the dread of what’s to come, and we soon fall silent.
Instead of the secret crack through the Altagoni mountains, we take one of the main passes, a route permitted by Ixiana’s father. He promised we would not be attacked on the way, and his guards uphold that promise. They watch us, but they do not interfere with our progress. Perhaps they fear that we’d kill Ixiana immediately if they tried any violence.
They do not know that I love her, that I would be a human shield if arrows were speeding her way, that I would let myself be thrust through with a dozen swords if it meant she would escape unscathed.
Once we’re through the pass, I tell my people to halt. We’re on a high ridge, and we’ve left behind the cold gray cloud of the mountains. Ahead, the glow of the setting sun illuminates the southern slopes of the Altagoni range, bathing a cluster of rooftops in orange light.
“That must be the village. It’s called Three Bridges.” I point it out to Olsa and Zeha, who have pulled their horses up on either side of Hyval.
A glittering stream weaves through the village, spanned in three spots by neatly built stone bridges. Over those bridges and down the road, heading southward, is a procession of people and wagons.
“It looks as if they’re keeping their word, at least for now,” Olsa says. “The villagers are emptying the place for us.”
“Either that, or they’re getting everyone out so we can battle without civilian casualties,” Zeha mutters.
There is no knowing which of the women is right until we enter the town.
“We haven’t raided this place before, but Erfyn and his people did,” I say. “They took away plenty of livestock and grain. There may be some patches of ground worth farming here, after all. Olsa, tell everyone to beware, and have weapons ready, but stay back. Zeha and I will ride ahead and make the exchange.”
Olsa urges her horse nearer to mine. “I would like to be at your side for this, Cronan.”
She still has not yielded her hope, that she and I will one day be a pair, partners in life, parents of children. Perhaps she is right. Perhaps time will soften what I feel for Ixiana, enough for me to take up with someone else. In this moment, my stomach roils at the thought.
But I cannot reject her outright, so I summon what I’ve learned of diplomacy from my sister, and I say, “I need you to make sure the warriors restrain themselves unless I call for them to attack. I don’t want this deal ruined by an impetuous idiot. And ask the healer to be ready in case he’s needed. They may try to kill me.” I vent a low, dark laugh, because strangely, the prospect of death seems more pleasant and peaceful than a life without the woman I love.
Perhaps Ixiana senses my morbid thought, or perhaps she truly fears for my life, because her arms tighten around my waist.
Olsa doesn’t seem to appreciate my tact. She glowers at Ixiana before riding back to the other warriors, who are waiting on the path. They will follow us at a distance as we enter the village.
Slowly, Zeha’s horse and Hyval pick their way down the steep trail toward Three Bridges. The path is barely wide enough for the two horses to walk abreast.
I am glad for the slow pace, because each step brings me closer to a goodbye I do not want. My heart throbs heavy, every pulse thick with dread and anguish. My body is rigid, my muscles knotted, my nerves taut as a bowstring. Emotions roar and claw at me, trying to pull me back from the brink of the bargain I must fulfill.
My sister must sense my distress, because she says quietly, “You’re really going to do this?”
“I am. It’s the right thing for our people.”
She nods. “It is.”
I cannot know what Ixiana is feeling. But from her desperate grip on my waist, I can guess that her thoughts are similar to my own.
Duty, love, and agony.
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I’m pleased to see that the streets of Three Bridges are cobbled, not simply hard-packed dirt. The houses, too, are in far better repair than the ones in my home settlement, and there are enclosures for goats, pigs, and chickens—soft southern animals, good eating. The ice-boars we raise are tough and coarse, with thick hides, and our gale-pheasants lay few eggs, most of them sour and inedible.
The night I took Ixiana, sleet was falling on this side of the mountains. It is still winter here, still chilly, with a scattering of snow—but without that wind and rain, the air is far warmer than I’m used to. My fur cloak feels too dense, too weighty.
As we ride into town, I admire the colors of the houses, each painted a different hue.
“A pretty place,” Zeha comments. “Our people will like it here.”
“Too bad all these families had to be shoved out of their homes,” Ixiana murmurs.
I don’t reply. Unfair it may be, but my people were cast out first. We are taking back our birthright from these interlopers, thieves who do not deserve my pity.
My gaze shifts from the houses to a line of soldiers spanning the village square up ahead. “There they are,” I warn Zeha.
We approach slowly, Zeha and I. My warriors will take up positions behind us, some under cover along the street, others riding with us, at a distance, ready to forge ahead and support me if I need them.
Behind me, Ixiana’s breath quickens.
She must be eager to rejoin her family.
I pull my horse to a halt and dismount. Zeha leans over to take Hyval’s bridle while I lift Ixiana down. She is so light and warm in my arms. Like a bird, like a soft little mouse.
I will never hold her again.
We walk forward together, my hand on her shoulder.
There they are—her parents. They both wear armor, but I know immediately that her mother is the true warrior. Her father is pale, nervous and angry, but her mother’s eyes pierce me across the distance, a lethal challenge I can feel in my bones. I almost smile, because I see where my mouse got her indomitable spirit.
And then the impulse to smile vanishes, because my gaze locks on the prince. Prince Havil of Cheimhold, betrothed to Ixiana. Hatred gnaws at my calm, and my hands tighten convulsively on the reins.
If he looked anxious, eager—if he was trembling with concern and love for Ixiana, or if he was brimming with rage at me, I would hate him still, but I would also respect him. But this prince only looks disgusted and offended, as if someone spat in his stew.
“Here she is,” I announce, my voice rolling across the square.
The prince flicks white-gloved fingers. “Bring forward the money and take it to the brute.”
Two servants approach me, holding out bags of coin. I turn and gesture to Olsa. She and another warrior ride forward to accept the payment.
“Now, give me my daughter,” says Ixiana’s father, and his voice cracks on the words.
Her mother stretches out both arms. “Come to us, child.”
This is the moment I have planned for months. The moment when I yield my prize and take possession of the ransom.
I did not expect to sacrifice all my joy and hope along with this girl.
I cannot speak to her. I cannot look at her. So I stare straight ahead, and with a mighty effort I remove my hand from her shoulder.
I set her free.
She should run to them, to her family. But out of the corner of my eye I see her turn and look up at me.
I can’t meet her gaze, or I will break.
Ixiana lays her palm on my breastplate, over my heart. Then she gathers my empty hand and presses her soft lips to my knuckles.
Her mother gasps, and her father calls, with horror in his voice, “Come here, Ixiana.”
Ixiana speaks quietly to me, three words. “I love you.”
My heart cracks through, like the bone of my arm, but with greater agony.
She’s turning from me. Walking to them. My heart roars after her, but it is locked inside my body, and my body is immovable stone.
They’re pulling Ixiana in, embracing her, speaking to her, hustling her toward the horses.
And then Prince Havil speaks, shrill and petulant. “Wait. The deal is not yet done.”
Ixiana’s father frowns. “What more is there?”
“I need satisfaction on a key point,” says the Prince. “That my intended bride remains intact. A virgin. I have my own physik here to perform the inspection.”
My blood boils, but I hold my tongue.
Her father speaks instead. “Surely that isn’t necessary. Ixiana’s word alone—”
“Forgive me,” the Prince interrupts, with a cold smile, “but Ixiana’s judgment seems to have been—compromised. I cannot trust her word on the matter.” He beckons to a man in robes, a physik, perhaps. “Take her into one of the houses and perform the test.”
Ixiana’s mother is holding her daughter tightly and her eyes blaze, daring anyone to rip Ixiana away again. “This is an outrage. We included that wording in the message only to ensure that no one would touch her. There will be no such examination.”
“There will,” the Prince says firmly. “Or we will give her back to the brute. Haven’t I been through enough during this ordeal? Am I not entitled to the assurance that my bride has not been soiled and ruined?”
As if anyone, no matter how wicked, could ever soil or ruin my mouse, body or spirit. No matter what wretched thing might happen to her, she would never lose value in my eyes.
I am a breath away from charging forward and slicing off the puny prince’s head.
“Control yourself, Cronan,” my sister whispers in our tongue. “Remember the lives of our people.”
My jaws clench until they ache.
Ixiana is walking forward, head high, addressing the prince. “What if someone had ‘ruined’ me, as you say? In that case, an invasive examination of my person like the one you propose would cause me extreme emotional pain and embarrassment. Do you care about that at all? Do you care about me, or only yourself?”
The prince looks hurt and affronted. My hatred for him blazes higher. “I have invested money and men in this undertaking, to ensure your safe return,” he says. “And you question my love simply because I want a pure wife?”
Finally I speak, allowing my anger to burn through my tone. “None of my people touched her. And I did not take her virginity. That remains hers to give to the man she deems worthy of it.” It is a careful truth, and one that does not seem to appease the prince. He only scoffs.
“As if I’d believe you, brute.” He nods to his guards. “Take her inside. Perform the examination, whether she agrees or not.”
Ixiana’s mother steps forward, pulling her sword halfway out of its sheath. I like her already.
And Ixiana’s father lifts his hand, a casual gesture of power. His guards respond immediately, circling him and his family.
Despite what he and his people have done, perhaps I like him too. Only a little. Only because he’s defending my treasure’s honor at the risk of his entire district. He is challenging the son of his most powerful ally. He is ready to start a war to spare Ixiana from humiliation.
Faen. I do like him.
“No, you have a care,” the prince shouts. “You are nothing without my father’s good graces and his support. Without him, you’d be overrun by these stinking barbarians. Stand down, I say!”
Perhaps they will fight each other, and I can snatch Ixiana again.
It’s a fool’s thought. And it comes to nothing when Ixiana says, “It’s all right. I’ll submit to the test.”
It is her choice. She is making a noble sacrifice to prevent conflict. But I hate the thought of a strange man prying apart her legs, peering into her, feeling her to ensure she’s intact. Bile rises in my throat.
Prince Havil smiles. “Good girl. We’ll wait here until it’s done.”




58

[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
Zeha and I wait, while the physik takes Ixiana into one of the houses. When they return, the physik announces loudly that she is still a virgin.
I am brimming with rage, shot through with the anguish of the three words Ixiana spoke to me.
I love you.
I was too overcome to answer her. Why didn’t I answer her? I missed my chance. I did not tell her the aching truth, that I love her too. And now the horses are moving—she is riding away—she is going with them—she is no longer mine.
She was never mine.
I cannot move. I am rooted to the cobblestones, jaw locked tight, eyes scorched with tears. My heart pounds huge and slow in my chest.
“Cronan.” My sister has dismounted; she’s touching my arm. “Cronan.”
Still I cannot speak or move. I can only stare at the retreating figures of Ixiana’s people. Her small form is already lost among the armored shapes.
I will never see her again.
“Cronan.” Zeha’s voice is threaded with concern. “Our people need you to lead them. We must take possession of the village, tally the stores, secure the borders of our new territory.”
“You,” I say hoarsely. “You lead them.”
“Stop this.” She shakes my arm. “I know it hurts, but—”
“Have you felt the soul-bond?” I level my darkest glare at her.
“No.”
“Then you do not know how much it hurts.”
“I have felt the pain of loss too,” she hisses. “We do not break, you and I. We endure. Ixiana is not dead. She will live and be happy—”
“No.” The word resonates deep inside me, a dread prophecy. “She will never be happy. And neither will I. Not as long as we are apart.”
Hoofbeats approach behind us—our people, coming nearer. Awaiting my orders.
“Cronan,” Zeha whispers, sharp and intense. “Be worthy of her now. Do what you were born to do. Lead us.”
My heart feels as if it has died. There is no light in my soul, no thrill of victory. But I draw upon the dregs of my will, and I turn to face my warriors. I wore no weapons’ belt to the exchange, but I take my mighty sword from Hyval’s saddle, and I lift it high.
I cannot speak words of triumph, but the gesture is all my people need. They roar with joy, and Zeha shouts gleefully, raising her own sword.
“I will walk the borders of our new land,” I announce. “Zeha will tell you what else must be done to secure this place.”
Zeha narrows her eyes at me, but she must realize I need time alone. She nods briefly. “Will you take the horse?”
“No, I will walk it on foot. I want to feel the land of our enemies beneath my feet—our ancestral land, the land we have reclaimed!” I raise my voice on the last words, and my people shout again.
In the last message, Ixiana’s father gave us landmarks by which we might know the extent of our new property. South lies the road that Ixiana and her people took, so I walk east first, along the forested slope. No one accompanies me, for which I am grateful. I wish to be alone with my pain.
The sun is sinking lower, and as its warmth fades, the chill of the night crawls through the woods. I walk over rocky ridges and lumpy knolls, under knotted branches and through hollows deep with snow. When I brush some of the snow away, I find half-frozen soil, rich and dark—perfect for small gardens.
After exploring a while, I step through a fringe of trees and find myself on the grassy edge of an empty road. It winds downhill to my left.
This is the road Ixiana took.
When did my steps turn south?
I’m beyond sight of the village now, alone with the road, and the darkening woods, and the creeping cold.
I should cross the road and continue northwest, over the stream and around the other side of Three Bridges.
Or I could walk south, along the road, and find out where Ixiana and her family are spending the night. Her parents will be wary; they will not ride far in the dark. They’ll find some sturdy inn where they can care for their daughter, a defensible place where they can rest safely.
I can see the horses’ tracks now. It would be easy to follow them.
I could see her again, only for a moment.
I’m a raider, used to slinking close to villages unawares. I can observe Ixiana and her people while staying out of sight.
My feet are already following the road, while my mind tries to conjure logical reasons for what I’m doing.
I need to make sure Havil is treating her well.
I need to see that she’s safe.
I need to find out if her father plans to double-cross my people and reclaim the village. Ah, now there’s a worthy cause, a noble purpose. This is no selfish endeavor; I am protecting my people. Ensuring their safety.
Zeha won’t miss me for a while. She’ll assume I’m still inspecting the border, exploring the village. Then perhaps she’ll assume that I’m holed up somewhere, drinking myself into oblivion, like our father did when he lost his soul-bonded wife…
A keen understanding rushes through my soul, and I see my father with a clarity I’ve never had before. I feel what he lost, and I know why he sank into darkness. I know that heartbreak. As Zeha told me, Ixiana is not dead—but this separation carries its own unique pain, because she will soon be given to another man. She will exist, living and breathing and beautiful, and not mine.
She seemed to believe her parents might listen to her and let her out of the marriage to Prince Havil. And after seeing their defense of her today, perhaps she is right. Perhaps they are willing to put their political alliance at risk for her sake, so that she will be happy.
But I cannot imagine Prince Havil handling that news well. He may try to take her with him to Cheimhold by force—a different kind of captivity than what she experienced with me.
And here is another reason for me to keep striding southward, intent on finding her.
I cannot let her go until I know she’s safe for good.
But what is “safe?” With her poor health and frail body, she could easily die from a fever or a fall, and I’d never know it.
I cannot protect her always, or heal her physically. But at least I can tell her, just once, that she was not just a prisoner or a plaything to me.
I must get her alone, somehow, so I can say the words. So she knows, once and forever, how I feel. How much I love her.
And that is the best reason of all.
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Since I traveled on foot, far behind Ixiana’s party, it is deep night by the time I reach the edge of the town to which they have traveled.
My bulk, my braids, and my clothing mark me for what I am—a raider of the North. An enemy. I do not dare walk boldly through the town, so I skirt its border, hunting for an inn as the likeliest place where Ixiana and her family would go.
My boots crunch on the curled dead leaves and pebbles, and despite my efforts to stick to patches of snow and earth, my footsteps sound far too loud in my ears. The only weapons I have are one knife belted to my thigh, hidden beneath my tunic and cloak, and another in a concealed sheath along my right boot. If I’m accosted, I will have to count on brute strength and those two blades.
Southern fighters are softer than my people, but the number of guards that accompanied Prince Havil and Ixiana’s family is daunting. Where are those guards now? If I were Ixiana’s father, I would spread some soldiers through the forest and have others patrol the inn, both inside and outside.
The air is cold, and without plenty of layers, it could be deadly. But I am used to the harsher bite of the temperatures beyond the mountains. The inky dark of a forest is familiar to me as well. I move from one deep shadow to the next, avoiding the crunchy leaves as best I can, pressing my feet down heel to toe to minimize the sound of my steps.
Hoofbeats, and the jingle of a bridle. I duck behind an evergreen and wait. Two figures on horseback—a patrol. I must be close.
And having come this close, I realize how foolish I’ve been. I have no plan, beyond seeing Ixiana. I will settle for the sight of her, but I crave news as well—some inkling of how her reunion with the prince has gone, and whether or not she has convinced her family to spare her from the match. Beyond that, I want to speak to her or leave her a message. Godsdamn me—I could have sent a hawk with a message for her. Why did I not think of it sooner? But Zeha would not have wanted to send a hawk for me, and Ixiana’s parents might have prevented her from seeing my note. Attentive though they seemed during the exchange, I have the sense they are not always careful to consult her or listen to her.
The guards have passed, and I move on, my breath ghosting in the chilly air. Through the trees I can make out a low wall and some buildings—outbuildings for a larger structure, like an inn, maybe.
More hoofbeats, quicker this time, and from the opposite direction. I barely have time to press myself to a thick tree trunk as another patrol passes. These two riders are armored, carrying crossbows.
Too many patrols. I lean my head back against the tree and close my eyes, imagining Zeha’s angry tones. Cronan, you idiot. What have you gotten yourself into? We need you, and you’re running off into danger.
Would it be so bad if they caught me? If I yielded myself? As a prisoner I might get a chance to speak with Ixiana’s father, to see if he’s a man as reasonable and big-hearted as his daughter. And once Ixiana heard of my capture, she would come to see me; I know she would. Zeha and Olsa have the mountain village well in hand—they can take care of defending it while I do this foolish, foolish thing and put myself into the hands of my enemies.
By now, Ixiana will have told her parents what happened between us. They will know that I did not harm her. Maybe they will treat me with a similar courtesy.
Or they might kill me.
Death does not seem like such an enemy now.
If they killed me, it would all be over—the torturous confusion, the gnawing guilt, and the impossible, irresistible love. I wouldn’t have to endure a lifetime without my darling mouse, my treasure—I would be at peace. At rest.
This is why my mother ended her life. This kind of excruciating love.
I can endure being held captive. I would welcome being killed.
But the third possibility is one I cannot accept. They might hold me hostage and force Zeha to give back what my clan has just gained.
This foray of mine into their territory—it’s a stupid plan. All of this, dizzingly stupid. What was I thinking?
I should go back to Three Bridges now, before I make things worse.
I lean around the tree, scanning what little I can see of the dark forest. All looks clear.
But when I move, two shadows leap from the darkness—a pair of guards on foot. One springs for me, trying to get me in a throat lock. He’s too short, and I throw him off easily.
The other man holds out a long sword. “Hold there!”
“Told you I saw something!” cries the first guard. “By his Majesty’s Eagle, it’s one of the Northern barbarians!”
He chokes as my fist rams into his throat. With my forearm I catch the flat of the second soldier’s blade, shoving it upward, and I barrel into him, knocking him off balance. He falls, and I wrench the sword from his grip.
These two must have tied their horses somewhere so they could sneak up on me. But a second pair of guards is approaching on horseback—the pair with the crossbows, and they have bolts at the ready, pointed at my throat. I grimace, tossing the stolen sword aside.
“Drop the knife, too, you wretched bastard,” says one of the men on horseback.
“I must speak to the district leader,” I growl, throwing down my knife. “Take me to him.”
The soldiers chuckle. “We’re not the district leader’s men, you horse-rutter. We follow the Third Eagle of Cheimhold.”
“You mean that simpering, whining princeling?” I scoff. “What an honor for you.”
The man I knocked down is up again, and he punches me in the jaw. He screeches in pain, wringing his hand, while I barely move from the blow. “That tickled,” I say, grinning.
“Ah, he thinks himself a jester,” says one of the horsemen. “You’ll come with us, Jester, and you’ll not try anything funny, or we’ll send a bolt through your balls.”
“It would be a pity to lose those,” I say. “What’s it like, living without them? You would know, wouldn’t you, since your prince has had you all snipped to match him?”
“Shut up!” snarls the soldier.
“Take me to the district leader and I will.” I deliver my fiercest glare, trying to gauge whether or not I dare charge him. His eyes widen, reading my intent, and he takes a firmer grip on his crossbow.
“We’ll take you to the prince first,” he says.
“Wrong answer.” I leap for him, dodging the bolt he lets fly and jerking him off the horse. I swing him around and hold him up bodily as a shield in case his partner decides to shoot a bolt as well.
But the first man I attacked, the one I punched in the throat, sets a cold metal edge to my neck. “You’re that big brute in charge, aren’t you? The Warlord?”
“He’s the one who took that poor innocent girl,” another soldier adds. “She’s lucky he didn’t plow her. They’re thieves and rapists, these Northerners. Slow of mind, brutish of body. Disgusting animals.”
Rage floods through me, and I squeeze my human shield tighter until his ribs give. He cries out in pain.
The guard holding the knife to my throat cuts into my skin a little. “Let him go, Warlord, or I’ll spill your blood right here. And that would be a pity. I’ve a feeling the prince will enjoy speaking with you, eh boys?”
The other three laugh. Grudgingly I release the rider I’m holding, and he staggers aside, wheezing and clutching his ribs.
Before I can say another word, the soldier behind me strikes my skull with the hilt of his dagger.
Pain rings through my head. I turn slowly, letting all my fury pour from my eyes.
The man looks startled, and frightened. Clearly he expected me to go down from that puny blow. But my skull is thicker than he thinks.
Ixiana would find a joke in that, somewhere.
I take a threatening step forward.
But something else strikes the back of my head with a devastating crunch of rock against bone, and my limbs turn sickeningly heavy. I sway, my vision whirling—and then I fall into the dark.
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I wake to pain—intense, searing pain, clawing through my flesh. My shoulders burn—my entire body weight is hanging from them, wrenching the joints. My toes barely brush the stone floor of wherever I am, barely enough for me to take a tiny fraction of the weight off my arms.
Something sharp is cutting into me, slicing, ripping open the muscle of my abdomen.
“Ah, I was hoping you’d wake up for this.”
That voice—I’ve only heard it a few times, yet it’s already the sound I hate most in the world.
I try to blink, but sticky blood seals my eyelashes. A moment’s struggle, and they finally pry apart, revealing the face I knew I would see, illuminated by lamplight.
Prince Havil.
He’s wearing a black vest and a pair of shiny purple trousers that look as if a stiff wind would tear them apart. As I sneer, my lip pulses, a cut in the flesh stretching and gaping. My stomach aches, and when I swallow, I taste blood.
The coward has been beating me and cutting into me while I was unconscious.
I’m hanging in a chilly stone room. My wrists are bound with rope and attached to a hook in the ceiling. I’m wearing nothing. Not a scrap. My clothes, boots, and knives lie in a heap by the wall.
Prince Havil stands close to me. I jerk my leg, intending to kick him in the balls, but my ankle is restricted by something. I’ve been shackled, with chains tethering each ankle to the wall. No kicking him, then. No way to fight back. Faen.
Something hot and liquid is trickling over my ribs and stomach—my own blood.
“You took my bride,” the prince says, and his knee snaps up, ramming into my balls. I huff out a sharp breath as the agony radiates through me.
So he does have a spine. Of a sort. But this is the coward’s way, trussing me up while I was unconscious, cutting into me while I can’t defend myself. The honorable way would have been to challenge me to a fair fight. Which I would have won.
“She’s not your bride,” I growl.
“She belongs to me. Not you. You put your hands on her, didn’t you? You ass-licking, boar-fucking bitch-whelp.” He sinks a knife into my abdomen, dragging the blade through muscle. The knife is coated with something acidic—it sizzles as it carves into my body.
I endured the broken arm in silence, and I’ve endured battle wounds with barely a groan, but this—the gnawing acid, the shrieking of ripped muscles and flesh in so many places all over my body—I cannot suffer it quietly. As he cuts deeper, I scream. My mind dips into unconsciousness again, with my own cry still echoing through my brain.
A moment of blue quiet—I’m in the ether, still half-conscious of my own faint screams, of my body being sliced open.
Ixiana’s panicked voice fills my ears. “Where are you?” she cries. “Tell me where you are so I can help you!”
For a moment I can actually see her, pale with fear, dressed in nightclothes.
“The Prince,” I whisper. “Don’t come for me.”
She cannot confront him. He might hurt her.
Then she’s gone, and I’m fully awake once more.
The prince smiles. “Back again, are we?”
“May the Bloodsalt swallow you whole,” I mutter through my swollen lips.
“I don’t understand that phrase.” He sets down the knife and swirls his hands across my belly and chest, until they are slicked with my scarlet blood. “My favorite kind of gloves.” He holds up his drenched fingers. “Now I’m going to ask you some questions, and you’re going to answer them truthfully, beast.” He takes my jaw, forcing it up. But his fingers are slippery, and he can’t grip properly. I snap my teeth at him. Startled, he jumps back, and I chuckle.
“Ixiana tried to bite me once, just like that,” I tell him. I am already broken, and I know he intends to kill me. If I cannot hurt him physically, I can cause him pain in other ways. “She was on her back underneath me at the time.”
I’m rewarded with a flash of furious pain in his eyes, just before he plows a fist into my right eye. The shock explodes through my bones, almost sending me under again. I’m fortunate he isn’t a larger man, or he might have broken my eye socket.
“Did you put your filthy fingers on her?” he seethes.
“I put my fingers all over her,” I reply, with an agonized grin. “Do you want to know all the places I touched?”
Havil throws down his knife in a fit of rage. “You have ruined her!” he shrieks. “She was to be mine, pure and untouched. Why can I never have exactly what I want, just once? Why is someone else always getting there first?”
“Ah, the struggle of being third prince.” I spit blood and lick my teeth. “Always getting the remnants, the leftovers.”
“Did you put your mouth on her?” He snatches the knife again and sets the point to my throat.
I hesitate. Much as I like tormenting him, I am not sure I want to die just yet—though there is little chance of anyone coming to save me. Zeha and my people do not know where I am, and even if Ixiana tries to find me, there is no certainty that she’ll discover this place. I myself am not sure where we are. Somewhere near the inn, if I had to guess. An outbuilding, perhaps.
“Did. You. Put your filthy barbarian mouth. On her?” Havil repeats.
“Yes,” I reply.
He seethes, spit flying from his mouth. “But she did not like it. You forced her to submit to it, you raping beast.”
I cannot let him or anyone else think that of me. “I did not force her. She wanted my tongue.”
“Lies,” hisses the prince, and then he sets upon me with the knife like a man deranged.
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I do not know how much blood loss a man can take without a healer. I cannot be sure how close I am to death. All I know is that the sadistic prince keeps torturing me for a long time—small slices along my thighs, a deep one through my bicep, shallow cuts along my hips and ribs. The world darkens, fading in and out.
My eyes are seamed shut with pain and weariness. Dimly I’m conscious of voices—one of them sounds like Ixiana, but I can’t be sure anymore, because my left ear rings with the pain of an earlier blow from Havil’s open palm. Maybe I’m in the ether again, and I’m hearing her voice there. I try to submerge myself into the blue, to find refuge in unconsciousness again, but a burst of sharp pain shocks me awake. Havil is carving into my pectoral, slicing deep.
Through my left eye—the one that isn’t swollen shut—I see her—Ixiana, flying at the Prince, tugging at his knife arm.
“Get off me,” he yells, and he whips his arm backward in a paroxysm of rage. Ixiana’s thin body crashes into the wall, her head thudding against stone. She goes still, and her eyes glaze.
I roar, frantic with anxiety, jerking against my bonds. I want to go to her, to help her.
My reaction seems to enrage the prince. “She’s not yours!” he snarls. “She belongs to me!” He charges toward Ixiana, knife in hand.
He is enraged with possessive jealously. In this mood, he might kill her.
Reckless, desperate, I say loudly, “Then why was she begging for my cock, pleading for me to let her come?”
My words accomplish my goal; the prince turns back to me, forgetting Ixiana for the moment. I smirk at him, my bruised mouth twinging with the movement.
The prince strides forward and plunges his knife to the hilt in my shoulder, scraping the bone. The acid has worn off by now, but the blade itself still hurts. Another scream bursts from me; my body is so full of pain already, I cannot hold it back.
“Know what I’m going to cut next?” The prince reaches down and takes my limp cock in his hand. “This. I think I’ll keep it as a trophy. When I kill a man I like to keep a part of him around to remember my triumph. I have a lot of fingers and ears, but no dicks yet. This one will do nicely.”
Horror vibrates through my bones, and every nerve I own recoils, anticipating the horrific anguish. But if this is what it takes to keep his attention off my girl, then so be it.
Behind the prince, Ixiana rises. There’s blood on her face where the prince must have touched her earlier, when I was wavering on the brink of unconsciousness.
“Havil,” she says softly, sweetly. “I understand now. I think that blow cleared my head, and I can see what a fool I’ve been. Before you cut off his dick, give me a kiss. I know I don’t deserve it, but—please.”
No sensible man should believe her. But her brown eyes are pools of repentance and love. She looks so utterly meek and harmless, trembling for her prince’s touch. Pride and wonder swells in my heart. My sweet mouse is a skilled trickster, a wicked temptress.
The prince eyes her warily. “I’m still cutting it off.”
“Of course.” Ixiana’s long lashes blink over those lovely, innocent eyes. “You have every right to your vengeance.”
“What about the things he said? He’s been talking like that all night. Did you let him put his mouth on you? Did you beg him for release?”
“He’s lying to make you angry.” She laughs, breathless and blushing. “You know me, Havil. I’m a proper lady, raised to be pure. I’d never debase myself before a man and beg for such a thing—unless that man was my husband.” Ixiana bites her lower lip, pinching the flesh until it turns rosier and more tempting. “I remember the delight of your lips. Show me how a real man can kiss.”
I want to groan my disgust as Havil saunters toward her, arrogance and lust written along every line of his body.
I cannot watch him kiss her. Surely she has a plan.
Of course she does. My treacherous mouse pulls a small bottle from her pocket and sprays it Havil’s face—three squirts, and he chokes immediately, retching, clutching his lungs.
This is the magical spray she spoke of, the one that calms her lungs when they revolt against her. For healthy lungs, the magical has a harmful, sickening effect—temporary, but violent. Havil is already beginning to spew vomit.
Ixiana races to my side and pulls over a small wooden crate so she can stand on it and access my bonds. With the prince’s knife, she begins to saw through the ropes around my wrists.
“I told you not to come,” I wheeze.
“You must have a death wish,” she retorts, struggling with the ropes.
“Yes.”
Her gaze snaps to mine, startled.
I smile at her, slow and sore. “Without you, yes.”
They aren’t the three words I’d planned to say, but they are enough for now. Her cheeks flush a richer pink, but she pinches her lips tight and keeps sawing at the ropes.
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Havil is still gagging, staggering along the wall near the pile of my clothes. He’ll probably vomit all over them on purpose, the bastard.
“You were a fool to follow us, to hang around this place.” Ixiana whispers.
“I had to see you again. I was careless—or maybe I let myself be caught, knowing they’d kill me.”
“But that’s not like you,” she murmurs.
The rope gives suddenly, and my strained arms fall to my sides. I can’t stop the anguished groan that breaks from me. My joints ache worse than they ever have in my life.
“Come on.” Ixiana presses close, pulling one of my arms across her shoulders, as if I could lean on her without crushing her. It’s adorable. “We have to go. The Prince will be sick for a while, but it won’t last forever.”
Havil is vomiting—not onto my clothes, but he’s practically standing on them, so I don’t suggest bringing them along. Ixiana pulls me out of the room. The arm she has draped across her shoulders is the one with the slashed bicep, and with every step I want to scream. My legs are on fire, my stomach and chest burn. I grind my teeth until I fear they might break. Ixiana has already heard my pathetic screams through the ether, but now that she’s here in person I must try to hold back, to be strong.
As we leave the room, we encounter one of the prince’s men. He starts to accost us, but I reach out with my good arm and seize him by the throat. My hand flexes—a move I’ve practiced on too many people of Ixiana’s district—and the man’s neck snaps.
That was my last bit of strength. My rage and violence are gone, poured out with my blood, and I sag against Ixiana, even as I try to support myself.
“Can you get onto a horse?” she asks.
I can’t form words. I’m fighting against the hideous weakness spreading through my body. The night is a swirl of cold air, wooden buildings, shadows, and powdery snow underfoot. Through my blood-thickened nostrils I catch a whiff of manure from stables and the scent of frosty forest air.
Ixiana—Ixiana is gone, and I am propped against a building, stark naked in the half-frozen mud.
My heart is slowing.
Slowing.
Sluggish throbs, farther and farther apart.
I’m falling away, into the deep, deep blue.
Ixiana’s voice is thin and distant. “Cronan? Can you mount? Cronan, please. Faen, faen—get up, you big bastard.” Her tone sharpens, piercing the ether, towing me upward as if I’m a fish on a line. “Do you have a spine? Any will to fight? Or are you weak after all?” She’s angry, crying. “Pull yourself out of this, or I swear I will dive into the ether and kill you myself!”
Something slams into my chest, and my heart jerks to life again, pumping grudgingly, forced into action by my treasure’s petulant kick. I suck in a long breath.
“Oh gods,” Ixiana breathes. “Come on, Cronan. You have to do this. I need to get you onto the horse.”
My lungs aren’t working as they should. There is liquid in one of them, and it makes a strange, sucking squelch when I breathe. I can’t hold in my groans as I claw and lunge until I finally make it onto the horse’s back. I don’t know where Ixiana is taking me—not to her people, it seems. Perhaps to mine. To Emana, the healer who can fix me, if I can survive the hours’-long ride back to Three Bridges.
I am so tired. If I could only sleep, if I could rest—if Ixiana would leave me alone and let me sink, let me drown. My body is going blessedly numb—no pain anymore, just the darkness, swallowing me whole. But every time I begin to disappear into the vast nothing of Death, a sweet, sharp voice lances through the murk, finding me, tugging at me.
“You’re the worst Warlord ever,” she says. “You know that, right? Your plans are very bad, and they always go wrong.”
Annoyance jabs through the dull somnolence of my brain, and I rouse a little.
“You’re soft,” she continues. “You should have beaten me, bruised me, chained me up. But you only bound me once, and the few bruises I have were from that training session when you tried to teach me to protect myself. By the way, you’re terrible at that, too. It’s a miracle your warriors are any good. But someone else probably trained them, right?”
Frustrated, I struggle through the ether, wanting to inform her that I am skilled at training those with the body and aptitude for battle. Perhaps I am not so good at training soft little mice, but is that really my fault?
“You stay with me, you enormous, stupid, wonderful, brave man. Don’t you dare think about letting yourself die. You can’t. You won’t. I need you. I love you.” Her voice cracks.
My heart was slowing again, but now it shifts into a slightly faster rhythm.
“I love you, I love you.” She whispers into the ether, and my spirit responds, resurfacing. “You’re sweet, and you’re kind, though you cover it with rough words and harsh actions. I like the sweetness, but I like the roughness too. Gods, I like it so much. Too much. Something is dreadfully wrong with me. Are you still there, you big idiot? Don’t go away. Try to hold yourself up, Cronan, you keep nearly falling off the horse… you’re so gods-damned heavy.”
On and on it goes—her voice refusing to let go, refusing to let me rest. But finally, even her voice is not enough. Her words fade to a faint murmur, and I slip into the everlasting quiet.
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I inhale.
Warmth on my face—a glow—lamplight.
Somehow, I have survived.
A palm smacks my face sharply. “Idiot.”
I blink up into my sister’s eyes. Words surge inside me, a truth she must hear.
“I understand them now,” I say hoarsely.
“Who, fool?”
“Mor and Father.”
Her breath hitches and her eyes shimmer. “You are healed, but you will have scars.”
“As we all do.” I reach up to touch the tiny white scars threaded across her face.
Zeha takes my hand, her thin lips pressing together. This is as close to weeping as I’ve seen her in years. She must have truly thought she was going to lose me.
“She saved you,” my sister murmurs, nodding toward the end of the bed I’m lying in. “Brought you back to us. To me.”
I sit up, expecting to be sore, but Emana has restored me to perfect health, barring a few scars across my chest. I can move easily, painlessly.
Following Zeha’s gaze, I see Ixiana curled at the end of the bed. Her clothes are covered in dirt and dried blood—my blood—and she has a bandage on her delicate throat.
My pulse leaps at the sight of the wound. “Did someone hurt her?”
“She said a branch scratched her neck. But she came in with Olsa last night. I think something happened between them.”
I growl, fingers fisting the blankets.
“Don’t, Cronan. Whatever happened, it is over now. They were behaving as friends when they came to your room.” Zeha reaches down and runs her hand lightly over Ixiana’s head. “She has a good heart, brother—the heart of a peacemaker. You chose well.”
My soul warms at the words, so much that tears rise in my eyes. I grit my teeth and focus on Ixiana’s sleeping figure.
“I do not want to cause you more pain,” Zeha says quietly. “But she cannot stay with us. Her people will think you stole her again.”
I nod grimly. “I have to take her back.”
My sister doesn’t answer, for which I’m grateful. She leaves the room, and I dress quickly. I need to move fast—judging by the pink of the sky when I open the shutters, it is a little past dawn. Ixiana’s family will have woken and noticed her absence by now. I must return her and show her parents my good faith, my dedication to our bargain.
Once I’m dressed, I pick her up and lay her over my shoulder, with her head and hair swinging at my back.
She wakes as I’m walking out of the house.
“Cronan,” she gasps. “Put me down.”
“No.”
“You’re healed! You’re walking! That’s so wonderful… but what is going on?”
“I’m taking you back to your father.”
“What?” She begins to beat my back with her small fists. “I don’t want to go back to my family yet! We haven’t even had a chance to talk… Cronan, I want to stay with you. Just for a little while.”
I cannot answer her. Words hurt too deeply.
Olsa has already prepared a horse, one I don’t recognize. It must be the one that brought Ixiana and me to Three Bridges last night. I plant Ixiana on the saddle and mount behind her.
“I’ll return,” I tell Zeha, who stands nearby.
As we ride along the southward road, Ixiana keeps berating me. She rages at me for a full hour, while I hold in everything I want to tell her. Morning always brings a better wisdom, and by its light I can see my own impulsive foolishness with more clarity than ever.
If I stay here, on this side of the mountains, I will be drawn to her over and over, summoned and seduced. If I know where she is, if I am near enough to go to her, I may not always be able to stop myself. And being caught with her could ruin us both.
The inevitability of what I must do sinks deep into my soul.
I must take her back to her people, and then I need to leave. I must go far north, beyond the mountains, where I cannot be tempted to visit her.
I have to leave her for good.




64

[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
Ixiana seems to be as far beyond reason as I was last night. When I don’t respond to her ongoing tirade, she jams her elbow against my ribs, probably as hard as she can, but I barely feel her tiny bone poking me.
“Ow!” she yelps, rubbing her elbow. “You big horrible ruffian. Why won’t you talk to me? I saved your life, you know, after you were dumb enough to get yourself caught—and this is just as dumb, riding back to Hoenfel after everything that happened last night! Havil’s guards are going to shoot you dead.”
“I’m honoring the deal.”
“Finally, he speaks. So you came all the way down the mountain and sneaked around through the forest in the middle of the night on the off chance you might get to see me again—got yourself caught and tortured and nearly killed—and now you’re just—bringing me back? What was the point of all that?”
“There was no point,” I admit. “I was an idiot. My craving for you makes me a fool. So while I have the strength, I’m taking you back where you belong. Then I will leave Three Bridges in Zeha’s hands and go north, beyond the mountains, where I cannot be tempted. You will never see me again.”
“But you—you can’t do that.” Her voice thickens with tears. “How will you lead your revolution and spearhead your conquest of the South from so far away?”
“Olsa and Zeha are more than capable of handling it,” I say. “I will return to our settlement and focus on building, hunting, and crafting. I’m useless as a warrior. You’ve ruined me.” I lean forward, speaking molten truth against her ear. “If I lead a raiding party, every villager I terrorize and every guard I slay will have your face. When I steal goods and food, I will hear your disappointed voice in my ears. If I stay on this side of the mountains, I won’t be able to resist coming to you again.”
She shivers at my words. “What if I send my parents a message, that I want to stay with you? I told them how I feel about you last night—maybe they would understand. And I don’t care about the dangers of the North, Cronan—I survived them before, and I can do it again. I’m stronger than everyone thought, including me. I can be yours, truly yours. Havil is furious, and he won’t want to marry me after this, so the bargain is already wrecked. You don’t have to honor it. You can take me back with you—you can take me—”
Ixiana moves her hips, nestling her rear deeper between my legs. The movement ignites my lust immediately, but the trickle of pleasure is drowned in the flood of how much I will miss her.
I press my hand over her mouth to stop her from saying more impossible things. “You’re talking foolishness. You’re being as stupid as I was last night. It won’t work, Ixiana. You know it.”
She rakes her nails savagely across the back of my hand until I release her mouth. “Then be with me. Right now, right here. Just once, before you leave. We can rut in the trees like a pair of beasts.”
I moan low in my throat. “If I do that, I won’t be able to leave you.”
“Perfect.” She grinds against me.
At the delicious friction, I vent another groan. “Ixiana.”
She keeps squirming, rubbing her ass against my rigid cock. She reaches back, sliding a hand between us, stroking me through my clothes.
“Ixiana, stop,” I gasp.
Another naughty stroke of her fingers, but I seize her wrist. “Did I ever keep touching you after you’d asked me to stop?”
“I—I never asked you to stop.”
“But I would have, if you’d protested.”
She scoffs. “I was your prize. You didn’t need my permission, as you reminded me so often.”
“I staked the claim of a Warlord, yes, but I honored you despite those words. Allow me the same dignity.”
Slowly she returns her hands to her lap. Her shoulders slump; I can tell she feels badly.
“As for what I said to you,” I continue, “those rough words of possession—I suspect you liked them.”
She doesn’t deny it, so I push further into her truth, my heart pounding. “You secretly wish to be claimed. To play at being forced and overcome by someone like me.”
“Only by you,” she admits, so softly I can barely hear her. “I only want to pretend that with you.”
Gods, I want her. I want to turn aside into the forest and rut with her as she suggested, like a pair of desperate animals driven by instinct. Just once—
No. I sigh heavily, closing my eyes for a moment. “No more talking. When we talk, I lose my reason.”
“Or perhaps you gain it,” she mutters.
“Do I need to gag you, mouse?”
I can hear the smile in her voice when she says, “Gag me with what?”
“Hush.” But my cock twitches against her backside, and I’m a moment away from yielding, from taking her on the snowy ground in the chilly dawn, between the trees.
But when we round a bend in the road, that chance disappears, because riding to meet us is a group of guards wearing her father’s colors.
Her people noticed she was missing, and they’ve come to reclaim her.
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I have mere moments before Ixiana’s father gives his people the order to shoot me.
Immediately I pull the mare to a halt and dismount. I take my sword from the back of the saddle where Olsa hung it, and I throw the weapon down, a clear sign that I am not here to fight.
Looking up at Ixiana, I jerk my head toward her people, a wordless command for her to ride and meet them.
But she grits her teeth and shakes her head.
Her father has halted his people a short distance away. They can see the entire interchange between me and Ixiana, and they are waiting for her to come to them.
But she tugs the reins, turning the mare back toward Three Bridges.
My stubborn mouse is making a point. Making a clear choice, like she did yesterday when she kissed my hand during the exchange.
As she rides in the wrong direction, her father gives a startled exclamation. With a growl, I sprint after her and catch the mare’s bridle, pulling the horse around, forcing her to face south. “Stop this, Ixiana.”
“At least let’s talk to him,” she pleads. “Let’s tell him I want to stay with you.”
I smack the mare’s rump to make her go toward the Southerners. But Ixiana slides off the saddle, foiling my plan. She winces when she lands. She has hurt herself—foolish mouse.
The mare ambles toward Ixiana’s father, her saddle empty.
“Stubborn little ass,” I seethe, and I scoop Ixiana up, flinging her across my shoulder as I did earlier this morning. Teeth clenched, I march toward her father.
Ixiana is fighting me, struggling and scratching. With every thrash and kick, she is showing her father and the soldiers that she is with me by her own volition, that she doesn’t wish to leave me. Even though I’m frustrated by her stubbornness, my heart pulses large with the pleasure and honor of it—that she chooses me, wants me—her captor, her enemy.
Heart, soul, and body, whatever her people or my clan may say, she is mine.
Her father advances to meet us, his bearded face red with confusion and anger. His hand grips his sword-hilt. I can feel the flare of tension from him—the readiness of a warrior prepared to do battle.
When I set Ixiana down, two paces away from him, he says, “What in the gods’ names is going on? I wake this morning and Prince Havil is gone, with all his men, and there’s a letter telling me the wedding is off and our alliance with his kingdom is over—and then I discover that my daughter is missing once more. My wife is riding after Havil as we speak, to try to mend the situation. What happened? Did you steal Ixiana again?”
“Does it look like she was stolen against her will?” I say sharply.
“No,” he answers slowly. “It does not.” He looks at Ixiana. “You went to him, then.”
“I want to stay with him,” she blurts out.
“She cannot stay with me,” I say firmly. “The North is a dangerous, barbaric place. She won’t survive, and I cannot allow her to die. She belongs with you.” I push her toward him, but my strength is thinning. I am breaking once more, tearing apart inside. I have to watch her leave me again; I have to leave for the North and never see her. It hurts. My eyes sting, raw and wet.
Ixiana whirls to face me, and I steel myself for her rage. But when she sees my face, she hesitates.
Her father is watching me, too, though I stare ahead fiercely, refusing to look either of them in the eye.
“You care for her,” her father says grimly. “As she does for you.”
Heat rushes into my face.
I wanted to say the words to Ixiana alone, but I did not. And now I must. I have to speak those words to my greatest enemy, the one who inherited the rule of my people’s land. The one whose towns I have terrorized, the one whose men have killed my friends.
I pry the words from the bottom of my soul and force them out into the bright morning air. “I love your daughter.”
The district leader winces as if I struck him. But then his fingers uncurl from his sword-hilt, and his features relax slowly.
My heart throbs with violent hope, but I keep my face and body still. I have shown him my weakness, that I am no pitiless man of stone. But I will yield no further unless he does.
“Well,” he says. “Perhaps we should have a talk, you and I.”
Talking does little good, and I am not skilled with words. It would be better if Zeha were here. I am likely to say something wrong, to ruin it all. But as I open my mouth to protest, Ixiana clutches my arm. “Please.”
Her eyes beg me to yield. To try.
So I nod once.
“Stay where you are,” her father calls to his guards. “And keep an eye on her.” He points at Ixiana. A wise order, one that almost makes me smile.
The district leader and I walk a little way into the forest, out of earshot but within sight of those on the road.
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“My name is Paltrin,” says Ixiana’s father stiffly.
“Cronan,” I answer.
“You have killed many of my people, Cronan. You have raided towns, burned homes, and stolen goods. You kidnapped my daughter. Tell me you weren’t planning to kill her if our negotiations failed.”
“I thought of that,” I say. “But then I planned to marry her instead. Not to violate her, but for political reasons. I thought a forced familial bond might bring you to the bargaining table.”
His eyebrows lift. “An interesting plan. It might have worked.” He inspects me, and though he is much shorter than I am, I feel suddenly uncomfortable, as if I’m lacking something important and he can see it.
“You’re younger than I thought you would be. How old are you?” he asks.
“Twenty-six.”
“So young.” He clicks his tongue. “And yet you’ve brought so much pain on so many people.”
My face flushes as my anger rises again. “We were dealt the pain first,” I growl.
‘So Ixiana tells me. She repeated to me everything you told her of our people’s history, and yours. I won’t say I haven’t heard your version before, but I chose to believe the one that is widely taught in our schools, the one I was taught as a child—that this land was empty when our people came to it, and that it was our prophesied inheritance. That dogma was ingrained in me, reinforced for years, and whenever I heard otherwise, I did not listen. When I took over the leadership from my father, I was determined to hold our borders at any cost. But I did not count on the persistence of your kind, and your desperation.”
“We are desperate.” I nod grimly. “And persistent. Yes.”
“I ignored the truth,” Paltrin continues, “because it made me uncomfortable and unsettled. I’ve considered it a few times, briefly, and each time I pushed it aside, because I was afraid of what it would mean. If it’s true that my ancestors drove yours from their land, it changes everything. I do not even know how to begin to make it right.”
“You could leave,” I say, with a curl of my lip.
“You know we cannot do that. My people have homes, farms, families, businesses. We have thriving towns, roads we’ve laid, bridges and defenses we maintain. We have lived here for generations. This is our home.”
Mere days ago I would have responded to such a statement with curses and vengeful violence. Now, I draw in a deep breath and release it before responding. I think carefully, considering what I should say.
I am not sure when I decided that being with Ixiana was more important than conquering her father’s land. But it is. I still want help for my people, and whatever justice we can wring out of an imperfect present. But I am no slave to the past, and I no longer wish to repeat or reverse it.
“Once I would have demanded nothing less than complete surrender,” I say. “If I’d had my way, I would have crushed your people and tossed them out of this place, into the cursed North where my ancestors were driven. I viewed you all as thieves, as careless, cruel monsters—not so unlike the way your people view mine. But Ixiana has shown me that Southerners are not all callous and careless. She has given me hope that perhaps the violence can end.”
“She is a unique woman,” says Paltrin, glancing back through the trees to the roadside, where Ixiana is sitting on a rock, waiting. “I think I have underestimated her too often in her short life.”
“Her life will be shorter if she comes north with me,” I say. “And I am not such a fool as to believe you would allow it. But I must tell you that we are soul-bonded, she and I.” I explain the soul-bond and ether-speak quickly and simply, while Paltrin’s eyes widen. “I’d thought such a connection was unique to the northern clans,” I tell him, “but it is not.”
“I’ve heard of this before, from northern prisoners.” He looks uncomfortable, almost guilty at the mention of prisoners. “My people have done wretched things to yours as well. Especially to those we’ve captured. Not all of those acts have been done at my bidding, but I take full responsibility for them. We were at war with your people, and we behaved as such.”
“As we did,” I reply.
It is not an apology from either of us, but an acknowledgement. And for now, it is enough.
We talk for a long time. Sometimes the scope of our discussion is broad, covering past history and both our peoples. Sometimes it is specific, while we talk through raids and attacks that were especially cruel to both sides.
And then we talk about Ixiana. I speak of my gradual softening, how she pried open my heart and settled herself inside. How she spared my life and saved it. I speak a little of our desire for each other, enough for him to know that I have been careful, that I controlled myself and did nothing she did not want.
By the end of the conversation, I’m seated on a rock while Paltrin sits on a log, hands folded, listening.
He is listening.
He might never have listened this way if I had not taken his daughter, if she had not loved me bravely, to his face.
“I will not say I am sorry for taking Ixiana,” I tell him. “Meeting her has been the best part of my life. I have a duty to my people, one I must fulfill—but if there is a way to find peace—” I force out humble words through my teeth, “if you would consider helping us—”
Paltrin rises abruptly, and I tense. But he’s looking at me with an expression I recognize, one I’ve seen in his daughter’s eyes. Understanding, kindness, and sorrow.
“There is much wrong to right between us,” he says. “I shrank from the work before, but I won’t fail again, not when the lives of so many are at stake. Not when my daughter’s happiness depends on it.”
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We make plans to negotiate further in Hoenfel, the village where Paltrin and his people are staying, and then we walk back to the road together. When we reach Ixiana, Paltrin gathers his daughter into his arms and holds her close, until I see tears gathering in her eyes.
She brushes them away when he releases her. “Well?” she asks.
“I can’t decide anything without your mother, you know that,” Paltrin says. “But I am open to talks with Cronan’s clan. If this connection to Havil’s kingdom is really over, there may be a way to ally with Cronan and his people—safe haven for them on this side of the mountains, while they act as liaisons with the other clans of the North. There is much to be discussed, of past wrongs and future changes, but—I am open.”
Ixiana leaps to hug him, squeezing so tightly he chokes out, “You’ve gotten stronger, my dear.”
“A little.” She pulls back, her eyes bright and hopeful. “What does this mean for me and Cronan?”
Paltrin glances at me. “It seems the two of you are connected. He explained this ether-speak to me, this soul-bond. It’s strange, yes, but I’ve heard a little about it before, from Northern prisoners. We’ll talk with your mother before this is all settled, of course, but I believe it would be cruel to keep you two apart for very long. So if all goes well with our negotiations, you and he can be together, and live on this side of the mountains.”
He keeps talking, saying something about reparation, but Ixiana is looking at me and I’m looking at her, oblivious to all else.
Her clothes are bloodstained, and there are dark hollows around her eyes, but she is glowing. She is beautiful.
I want to kiss her, but I dare not push her father’s favor too far. Instead, I gather her hands in mine and hold them tight.
Then, for a little while, I must leave her. I have to go back to Three Bridges and tell the news to Zeha and my people, while Paltrin informs his wife and their retinue. If all goes well, we will meet in Hoenfel this afternoon to begin the negotiations for reparation and peace.
It is difficult to see my mouse riding away from me again, but this time I have the assurance that I will see her soon. And I have hope for my clan, for her district, and for us.
When I tell Zeha of my meeting with Paltrin, she stares at me for a long time without speaking. I cannot read her expression.
At last she says, “I will send snow-hawks to the other warlords who might be open to peaceful negotiations.” On her way out of the room, she turns back and says, with a half-smile, “I’m proud of you.”
My warriors are harder to convince. I call them into the village square and explain, while they shout and shake their weapons and protest the bare idea of talking peace. They are not yet ready to yield the dream of a bloody conquest. I have to seize a few of them by the back of the neck and shake them until they remember to whom they owe their allegiance. I am their Warlord.
Although if this new peace works, I may need to find another title.
One of the loudest naysayers will not shut his warmongering mouth until I punch him outright, knocking him cold on the cobbles. Then Olsa steps over his prostrate body and says, “We may not like this, but if it’s a path to reclaiming our homeland, I say we take it.”
With her and Zeha at my side, the others finally relent.
That conflict is only the first of many. Peace talks continue for three weeks, and once other warlords become involved, the negotiations grow louder and more violent. During the second week, I begin to despair of success. But Paltrin and his wife urge me and Ixiana to step forward and speak to everyone about our connection, our love.
It is hard for me, and for Ixiana as well. We kept our bond secret during her time in the North, and talking of it to strangers makes my body heat and my fists tighten. But with Ixiana’s help, I manage to communicate some of what I feel.
Strangely, it helps. Even the most brutal warrior cannot look into my mouse’s sweet brown eyes without softening a little. And the Southerners are charmed by the contrast between us—my tall, muscled frame and Ixiana’s slim, frail one.
In the evenings, Zeha, Olsa, and I make the rounds through each warlord’s camp, combining physical force, diplomacy, and hard logic to keep everyone at the peace table.
With all of us working together, the talks continue, until at last we have a document. A resolution. A map to peace.
Neither side got everything they wanted. It will take months to communicate the treaty to all our people, and years to see it through. But it is a good plan. A guide for a future we can build together.
On the night that we sign the Treaty of Hoenfel, there is a celebration in the town. My warriors are there, and so are two other warlords with members of their clans. The council of Hoenfel is present, with Ixiana’s parents, her sister, and council members from other towns throughout the district.
I am weary of compromise, weary of softening myself for the good of others. I need action, passion. I have been so careful with Ixiana before her people; so restrained and cautious. Now that peace is becoming a reality, my body burns with the need to grip my mouse’s soft hair in my hand again. I want to crush her against me and bruise her mouth with mine.
So I haunt the shadows of the celebration, and I watch for her.
I stole her once. Tonight I plan to steal her again.
And this time, I will take everything she has.
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Ixiana is late to the festivities—late enough for me to watch Olsa speaking casually, peaceably, with one of the southern councilmen. Long enough for me to see Zeha dancing with Ixiana’s sister, Joss. My sister is laughing like I have not seen her laugh in years.
When the dance ends, she stands face to face with Joss, who is a warrior in her own right, powerfully built and savagely beautiful. They’ve been speaking and training together often during the past few weeks, since the negotiations began. There’s a tension between them that I recognize, one I can sense from where I stand in the shadows.
“Do it, Zeha,” I whisper.
As if she hears me, my sister lunges for Joss’s mouth.
They kiss hard, with all the ferocity they both possess. Fire on fire, an explosion of passion that draws cheers from the dancers around them.
Then I see her—Ixiana, standing nearby and clapping, gladness radiating from her face. My breath catches.
She’s wearing a gown the like of which I’ve never seen. Thick scarlet material with wide, draping sleeves. A bodice that cups and lifts her breasts. Her sharp collarbones are bare, and her waist looks even tinier than usual. Voluminous skirts pour from her hips down to the cobblestones of the street.
When I looked for her earlier today, her sister Joss said she was feeling unwell. I must have looked worried, because Joss added quickly, “It’s the usual sort of sickness. It will pass.”
I wanted to go to Ixiana then, but her bouts of sickness seem to embarrass her, and I was needed for the signing of the treaty. So I waited.
The wait was worth it. Looking at her now is like seeing the sun after long winter days in the dark.
As I watch, Ixiana leaves the fringe of the dancers’ circle and wanders on, down the street, past the end of the firelit revel and into the gloom beyond.
Where is she going?
At the end of this street is an abandoned house that Hoenfel’s council offered me, so my best warriors and I could have shelter. I have been staying there, along with Zeha and a few others, while most of the clans reside in tents. We do not mind tents. We are used to them. But I thought it unwise to refuse the offer of shelter.
It seems my mouse is heading for that house. She is seeking me out.
I smile into the darkness.
Quietly I move along the road behind her, staying in the thickest shadows. The house where I’m staying is bordered by a wall with a gate, and as Ixiana pauses to open it, my steps land heavier than I planned, and she tenses at the sound.
She turns around so quickly I barely have time to duck into a tree’s shadow.
With a frown and a shrug, she moves on through the gate, heading for the dark house.
A few quick strides, and I’m behind her. I catch her around the waist, pinning her arms to her sides, pulling her back to my chest.
She inhales, ready to scream, but I clamp a hand over her mouth.
She bucks and thrashes, jabbing an elbow into my side. Her lips pry open beneath my palm as she tries to bite my flesh.
I chuckle at her attempts. “Little mouse, you haven’t forgotten your lessons. But you still have no chance against me.”
Immediately her body relaxes against mine. I let my hand fall from her mouth, and she breathes, “It’s you. I’ve missed you.”
“You’ve seen me every day, in the meetings.”
“It’s not the same.”
“No.” I shift my hand to her throat, clasping it firmly, rocking my hips against her rear. “It isn’t.” I move my other arm from her waist, pushing against the skirts, weaving my fingers between her legs, cupping her sex through the material. With a shiver and a sigh, she tilts her head back against my shoulder.
My lips caress her ear. “Do you regret not marrying your Prince?”
“Never.”
“Good.” I nuzzle her hair, inhaling that flowery scent of hers. “I’m told Havil has already found another prospective bride.”
“I’m glad of it,” she murmurs. “I was worried we might have to deal with some sort of reprisal from him.”
“His father the king sent your parents an apology of sorts,” I tell her. “You are not the first ally the Third Prince has offended. And apparently their kingdom is currently dealing with another threat. They have no desire to avenge Havil’s wounded pride.”
“And why didn’t my parents tell me of this?”
“You were indisposed for most of the day.”
“Oh. Of course.”
Too much talking. Every bone in my body is vibrating with my need for her—the entire surface of my skin wants to be pressed to hers.
“Are you better now?” I ask hoarsely, with heat in my voice. Again I press myself to her rear, so she can feel the hard length of me through the layers that separate us.
“I am much better,” she says breathlessly.
I swallow hard. Heat roars through me, driven by my pounding heart. “Well enough to play a game?”
“Is it the game I’ve been wanting to play?” she whispers.
“It is.” The wicked secret game we have both been craving—the one where I am the Warlord who takes her forcefully, wickedly, violently.
I duck my head, skimming the curve of her neck with my lips. “What better way to celebrate peace between our peoples?” I kiss the side of her throat, and she yields with a delighted little shiver.
“I know this has been hard for you,” she gasps. “All this talking and compromise. Giving up your dream of conquest can’t have been easy.”
“It was easier than I expected,” I murmur between kisses. She is so silky and smooth. She smells like winflowers, like spring air, like the softest white cloud. I slide her scarlet dress off one shoulder and kiss the uncovered skin. “Remember, I took you because I wanted a more peaceful route to my goals,” I tell her. “Yes, I was ready to shed blood, but only because I saw no other way.” I straighten and take her shoulders, pulling her tighter against me. “You showed me another way.”
She’s so small, leaning here with her back to my chest, her hair brushing my collarbone through the open neck of my shirt. When she trembles in my grasp, I know she’s yearning for me. Gods, her sex is probably dripping.
I want all of her to be mine. I will claim her tonight. Now.
“The game,” I say roughly. “Are you ready?”
“Are you going to hurt me?”
I smile at the echo of her words on the day I took her to the woods for punishment—for training.
I turn her to face me, taking her delicate chin in my hand. I prod her rosy lower lip with my thumb, dragging it aside, exposing her small white teeth.
“Yes,” I growl. “I am going to hurt you.”
“Good,” she says, a passionate hiss. “It’s about time.”
Humming deep in my throat, I gather her hair in my hand and jerk her head back, tipping her face up. I bend until my mouth nearly touches hers, but I don’t kiss her. I make her wait. I savor each eager exhale, each sign of her enthusiastic consent.
She squirms and pants, “Faen—kiss me, you bastard.”
With the tip of my tongue I tease her lips, but then I withdraw, grinning at her frustrated whimper. One hand still holds her hair, keeping her head back; but with the other I claw at her skirts, lifting them, scrunching them until I can reach beneath. My fingers plunge into her underclothes, nudging between her legs.
“You’re soaked,” I murmur gratefully. “Needy little mouse.”
Ixiana rises on tiptoe, reaching for my lips, but I stop her with a tug on her hair. “Not yet.”
I press my central finger deep into her wetness, into the hole I plan to claim. She emits a little cry of startled pleasure and goes entirely still in my hands, except for her inner walls, which tighten experimentally around my finger. She trembles, sinking a little lower, pushing my finger deeper inside.
But I’m not ready to break through. Not yet.
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My hot breath clouds the cold night air as I pull my hand from Ixiana’s clothing and hustle her along the path, straight for the house. She lets me shove her along, her lower lip pinched between her teeth. I kick the door open and shove her inside, through the fire-lit front room, into the bedroom I’ve been using. Roughly I throw her onto the bed, face-down.
Ixiana lies there on her belly, panting, while I unlace my trousers with shaking fingers. I can barely form words of reassurance. “I’ll pull out. I won’t risk your health with a pregnancy.”
“I’ve been taking an herbal tonic for two weeks, just in case,” she says, breathless. “You can come inside me.”
Those words—her body draped over the bed, pliant and ready—gods. I let out a shuddering breath. “Lift your sweet little rump for me, mouse.”
She obeys, pulling her knees up and raising her bottom high. I shove her skirts up around her waist and pull down the dainty underwear she has soaked.
Her sex is bared to me, between the round ass cheeks she has teased me with so many times. And she is dripping, as I imagined. I slide one finger through her folds, humming with pleasure. My cock bobs, painfully erect.
“I have never seen a woman so wet for me,” I tell her.
“How many have you been with?”
“Two.”
She tenses. “Olsa?”
“No,” I tell her quietly. “Both times were quick trysts with women from other clans I was visiting. They wanted me, but not this much. You are a river of lust, treasure. I will slide into you easily.” Because I cannot help it, I press my lips to her rear, a seal of my claim on her smooth flesh.
Ixiana whines at the kiss. We are both at the end of our restraint.
Grasping her hips, I pull her closer to me, aligning my cock with her entrance. I splay one hand across the small of her back, pressing down through the fabric of the beautiful scarlet gown. I like taking her this way, still in her finery.
“Breathe with me,” I tell her. “Let your body relax. You’re ready.”
She inhales, and I set the tip of my cock to her quivering slit. This is the moment I have waited for, the one I’ve imagined. Being inside her, part of her.
I press in. The liquid sucking warmth of her body flows along my shaft, embracing me, welcoming me as I push deeper. Raggedly, rhythmically, I breathe with her—and then my body lurches forward of its own will, thrusting me all the way inside, breaking through the last resistance.
Ixiana yelps, and her body contracts around me.
Gods. She is wet, but so very tight. I can feel every flex of her walls, through every nerve along my shaft.
“The worst is done,” I manage.
“You fit,” she says, in the most adorable tone of delight, and she wiggles her ass a little. My cock pulses once, and I groan, “Hold still, mouse, or I’ll come before I want to.”
I do not thrust with the violent force I crave. I must not hurt her, or scare her. So I stay still for a moment, to let her get used to me.
But she says, in a voice tinged with impatience, “Play the game. You are the Warlord, and I am your prize. I know you’ve wanted to claim me. Do it.” She rolls her hips backward, impaling herself deeper on my cock with a boldness that shocks and thrills me.
Mine. This beautiful, sensual, incredible woman. Mine.
She wants all of me—the brutal fantasy made real.
I growl, deep in my throat. Bending over her prostrate body, I shove one hand into her hair and press her head roughly against the mattress. I pump my cock through her with all the power in my body, my muscles tightening with every surge. Every thrust of mine forces a gasp from her mouth, but if it hurts, she doesn’t stop me. I grunt with the force of the pounding I’m giving her, my hips slamming against her rear over and over. Every time I sheathe myself in her, trickles of exquisite pleasure race along my cock.
“Oh gods, Cronan,” she cries out.
I slam into her deeper than ever and her body arches in response. Her head lifts from the mattress.
Abandoning my grip on her hair, I cup my fingers around her throat—the hint of a threat, but not enough to hamper her breath. Her whole body quivers. She loves it when I play rough with her.
“Touch me,” she pleads. “I’m close, so close—touch me—”
Taking my hand from her neck, I shove aside the skirts of the beautiful gown. “This damn dress.”
She vents a breathless laugh. “You should have taken it off me.”
I will. But this first time, I could not wait.
I’ve found it—the place at the front of her sex, the small swollen nub. I massage it while I drive into her again, slow and deep. I’m moaning uncontrollably at the gush of sweet pleasure along my cock. She gloves me, sucks me in, surrounds me—my whole existence is her.
Her inner walls are flexing, quivering—I abandon the finger-play and grab her hips again, pumping fast.
She convulses around me with a faint shriek, her sex pulsing in a chaotic rhythm—and a thrilling bolt shoots through my cock, from tip to root. I roar as the ecstasy circles through my balls and my belly—widening, glowing.
But Ixiana seems to be holding her breath. Concern for her pierces the cloud of my pleasure.
“Breathe with me,” I order her. She obeys, inhaling while I slide slowly in and out, soothing her, coaxing her down from the height until she finally relaxes.
Then I pull my softened cock out of her and roll onto the bed at her side. “Are you well?”
She hums dazedly in response, with a pleasure-drunk smile.
I chuckle. “I’ll be ready again soon. I can go six times in a night.”
At that, her eyes flare wide. “How do you know?”
“I have tested myself. What else is a man to do, faced with hours of watch duty in the wilderness, while everyone else sleeps?”
“You disgusting barbarian.”
I laugh again and sit up, rolling her over onto her back. She’s still wearing the dress, but when I spread her thighs I can see my work clearly. The lips of her sex are swollen and flushed, and she’s dripping with her own wetness and my release.
Mine.
Tenderness rushes over me, so strong I can barely endure it. I look up at her sweet face, into those soft brown eyes.
“I love you in many ways,” I tell her quietly. “Riding away on my horse and leaving me to die. Running back to save me from the Bloodsalt. Looking at me so earnestly while you tell me what I need to hear. And like this…” I trace a finger along the center of her. “I love you like this.”
She sighs, satisfied—or maybe not quite. I sense that my treasure will need more of me tonight.
When Ixiana stretches out her arms to me, I crawl over her, careful not to settle too much of my weight against her body. The tenderness deepens and widens, flooding my soul with infinite love for her. My darling, my mouse, my treasure.
“Bond with me,” I murmur.
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I did not plan the request, but the moment I speak it, I know it as my deepest desire. “Bond with me. The healer who travels with us is a Shaman of the Bloodsalt. He has taken the rites, and he can perform the life-bond. It will be yet another proof to the clans that this peace can work.”
Ixiana’s eyes sparkle with love, and with tears. She blinks, pressing her lips together, and then says, “How practical of you. Always thinking about your people and your goals.”
“That’s not the only reason I want this,” I protest.
She smiles, running a fingertip across my mouth. “I may need some convincing.”
Once we have recovered a little, Ixiana and I remove our clothing and explore each other’s bodies. We have seen each other naked before, but there is a simple, heart-wrenching joy in our bare skin touching, in being able to fondle and kiss every part we possess without any guilt, without fear of someone stopping us. We have begun to settle the feud between our people, and now we are sealing that peace with our passion.
The rush of Ixiana’s warm soft skin is the best thing I have ever felt. I love it when the tiny beads of her nipples brush the expanse of my chest, when her elegant fingertips tease the curve of my ass. My cock is erect again, pinned between us as we stand face to face.
Ixiana runs her fingers over my breast, and my length flexes in answer to the touch. Stifling a moan, I back away a step and kneel, bringing my face level with her chest.
I have wanted to take her little tits in my mouth since the day I saw her naked for the first time.
My tongue caresses the peak of one breast, and then I lick it all over, suckling it gently. Ixiana whines, her mound swaying toward me, begging for my attention. With one finger I trace the seam of her before rising and taking her mouth with mine, a rough, commanding kiss.
I have to be inside her again. Now.
I lift her bodily, determined to act out my secret desire.
When I kiss her harder, tugging at her lips with my teeth, she bites me back. Her spirit, the joy of her—it makes me laugh again. She smiles, nuzzling her face against my cheek.
She is so lightweight it’s easy to hook her legs over my hips, to center her sex over my cock, to lower her down onto it. I jog her up and down on my shaft, pleasuring myself with her body.
When she blinks dazedly at me, I grin. “I’ve wanted to do this with you since they threw you at my feet after your capture. You’re the perfect size to be used like this.”
“Bastard,” she gasps, while her head lolls back and her lashes droop with helpless lust. “Maybe I don’t want to bond with you after all.”
With a snarl I shove myself up inside her, hard. She cries out—pleasure, not pain, and I wrap my arms around her, walking her backward with my cock still inside. When her spine hits the wall, I keep thrusting, my hips angled, my skin sliding against hers. I watch her face, drinking in every tremor of her lips, every flutter of her lashes. Her bliss is my keenest desire.
Tiny squeals burst from her—over and over, pitched higher with every thrust until she breaks, bucking and shrieking with ecstasy. I slam my mouth over hers, and she screams on my tongue.
Her sex clenches and quivers around my sensitive length, and I freeze, hard and rigid, thrusting slowly, panting into her parted mouth as I feel my climax approaching. She’s staring at me now, watching me come, delight illuminating her eyes. Faen, those brown eyes of hers—this beautiful skin of hers—I shudder and quake, jetting inside her, a piercing thrill chasing along my cock and surging through my body.
I have never felt this good. Never experienced so much pleasure at once.
Gasping, I press my forehead to hers.
I have never felt this much joy.
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I bring my treasure sustenance—water and fruit. After we eat and drink, Ixiana insists that I close the bedroom door.
“What if the other warriors return from the celebration and see us?” she says.
“In some clans, a couple’s first mating is witnessed by all,” I tell her.
“Mating?” She quirks an eyebrow. “Sounds too much like animals, not people.”
“We are animals,” I murmur, climbing over her, kissing her, relishing the warm honey of her mouth. I am insatiable when it comes to her, and I crave her pleasure as much as my own.
I want to taste more than her mouth. I need to sample that other delicious part of her, the part I’ve claimed twice tonight. I need to soothe and savor it, to lap away any soreness she may feel. If I’m lucky, maybe she will come again, on my tongue this time.
Rolling onto my back, I pull her with me and lift her until she’s astride my face. She struggles a little, with a shocked gasp that only makes me laugh. Her knees press into the pillow on either side of my head, and she grips the headboard of the bed. I marvel at her, how her instincts and mine are so right. She is new to this, and I do not have much experience, yet we know naturally how to play together.
Her tender folds are still glistening, still wet. She makes a small cry of protest when she realizes what I’m going to do, but I hold her still and lick her slowly, gentling her, soothing my shy mouse. I tease and coax her, tugging carefully with my teeth, nibbling and kissing.
Ixiana starts to moan. Her parts are so red I’m sure they must be sore, so I lap her inner and outer folds, over and over, until she sighs and relaxes.
“Can you breathe?” she whispers.
“Shut up, mouse.” I splay one hand over her left ass cheek, stroking her, while my other hand braces her right thigh. Softly I nip the tiny nub, suckle at it, flick my tongue across it.
“Please,” Ixiana sobs, shaking. “Please.”
Yes, my treasure, my darling, yes.
Another gentle pinch of my teeth and a quivering lick, and she’s coming. She is coming for me, and I can feel the tremors on my tongue. I press my open mouth against her, into her.
When her entire body relaxes, boneless and loose, I lift her off my face and lay her on the bed. She looks so beautiful, bare and limp, with her limbs carelessly, helplessly flung about and her yellow hair scattered across the pillow, shining in the glow of the lamp I lit earlier.
I kneel between her legs, drunk on the sight of her.
“Faen, treasure. You are so beautiful.” I pump one hand along my stiffening cock.
Ixiana gives me a drowsy smile. That smile, the sight of her naked body, the heavy smell of sex in the room—all of it thrills my senses. I come fast and hard, sprinkling my release across her skin.
We sleep a while then. Sometime later, we both rouse to the sound of my warriors returning from the festivities. The lamp has burned down, and the room is nearly black.
In darkness, I find Ixiana’s mouth. I need to know she is here in my bed. Safe, naked, and mine.
Her slim arms weave around my body and she crushes herself against me. After several kisses, she reaches between us, finds my cock, and guides it inside her. She moves on me, a soft hum of satisfaction in her throat as she takes charge, takes comfort with me. Her climax, when it arrives, is a slow and rhythmic pulse. Afterward she keeps riding me until I finally shudder and come as well. Now it is my turn to be limp and weak—sated and helpless under her.
When she’s done with me, Ixiana drapes herself on my chest and traces my features with a tapered fingertip. I love her hands, the elegance of them. So different from my coarse, thick fingers and meaty palms.
Her fingers travel to the nape of my neck, touching my bone braid reverently.
Does she think me strange? Too different from her? When I asked her to bond with me, she replied with a joke, and with sex. Now that I am fully satisfied, my heart aches for a true answer. But I cannot ask again. I fear her rejection too much.
“I love you,” she says, stroking my breast. “And I would like nothing more than to bond with you.”
Relief gushes from me in one great breath. “Gods, mouse,” I whisper. “You are my undoing and my healing. I think I would give up anything for you.”
“You won’t have to. Because we don’t just share a soul-bond, or the same ‘craven lust.’ We share a common goal. Maybe justice isn’t possible, not really, not at this point—but joy is possible. Peace is possible. We’re going to show everyone it can be done.”
I murmur in agreement, stroking her hair.
“Oh, and one more thing,” she says, her brown eyes snapping. “Enough of this shit about me being too weak to bear children. If I want your little war-babies someday, you’ll give them to me. Understand?”
“Faen, treasure.” I grin at her, my heart throbbing with joy. “You know I will give you anything.”
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The next day Ixiana and I are life-bound by a Shaman of the Bloodsalt, by my old friend and healer Emana. I offer him coin for his service, but he says, “No, Warlord. You have done me a favor, creating this peace. Now perhaps I can spend my days aiding the sick instead of spending all my strength on savage, foolish warriors.”
My union with my treasure is overseen by the Hoenfel priestess as well, since Ixiana’s mother is an avid worshiper of her people’s gods. I speak to her of the gods after the ceremony and discover that her people and mine share a few of the same deities, including Hlín, goddess of protection and consolation, and Hœnir, the silent god. My first impression of Ixiana’s mother has proved true; she is more a warrior than Paltrin is, fierce and sweet like her daughter. I will be proud for her to hold my children in her arms one day.
After my conversation with her mother, I turn to find Ixiana eating a slice of rich cake. She looks so guilty that I laugh. But neither of us laugh later on, when her stomach revolts and she’s sick for a few hours. Afterward she is in no mood for joining with me, so I simply bring her water and hold her in my arms in the bed we share. It is nearly as good as being inside her.
Paltrin wants Ixiana and me to travel the district with him as he announces news of the treaty to his people. We are a visible symbol of the new peace, and our presence can help ease the path to change. I will care for Ixiana along the way and ensure that she has the right food and rest. But my treasure can take care of herself as well. She knows her own strength better now. She has been tested, and she realizes how much she can truly achieve.
While Ixiana and I travel with her parents, Joss and Zeha will ride from settlement to settlement, telling the clans of the agreement, convincing them to uphold the peace. If they will not listen to diplomacy, I am sure the two women, powerful and cunning as they are, will find other ways to ensure the warlords’ cooperation.
After our journey through the district, Ixiana and I will return to Hoenfel. I plan to repair the abandoned house we were given and decorate it in the style of my people. Perhaps I will even paint a fertility mural above our bed.
The weaker members of the clans will be the first to join us in the South. My father will be among them, and I hope he will find a new purpose, one that keeps him out of the bottle awhile.
Integrating my people into the district will take many years. Paltrin’s people will have to yield land and resources to us, and for some, that will be difficult. Humans are naturally grasping and selfish. But thanks to Ixiana, I have hope that enough of them will prove merciful. And if not, Paltrin, his wife, and the town councils will step in to ensure it.
Resentment and rage will not vanish overnight. Mine did not. I still feel violently angry at times, when I compare the riches of this land to the poverty of mine. But I remind myself that the past cannot be undone. It can only be atoned for, and forgiven.
My tether to peace is my sweet Ixiana, the one who broke me apart and healed me again. She has walked the edge of death, opened her heart to me, saved me. She made me believe I could be something other than a warlord.
She heard my pain, and I saw her strength.
I kiss her every morning, to assure myself she is real and alive. Her existence is fragile, and infinitely precious to me.
She is my wife, my mouse, my ransom, and the captor of my heart.
My treasure.
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