

  

    

  



  Claimed by the King




  Shifters of Black Isle Book 1 - A BBW Bear Shifter Fantasy Romance by Lorelei Moone. 




  Want a free werebear book? Grab Scottish Werebear: An Unexpected Affair here.





  




  Abandoned by her people, a young woman was being sent to her doom.


  Kelly was going to be a prisoner; a slave. At least that’s what she thought as she waited for the mysterious giants that lived on the Black Isles to claim her. A human sacrifice, once every eight years. That’s what it took to keep mankind safe from these savages.




  The human would ensure the survival of his bloodline. Whether he liked it or not.


  Broc’s reign as King of the Black Isles had lasted seven years already. That was a long time to go without a queen and therefore, an heir. He knew what he had to do; to claim the human offering and make her his own.




  When they met, it changed everything. A glimmer of hope, even of love, in unexpected places. But life on the Black Isles was far from simple. And there were powerful secrets, yet to be uncovered, that could change everything yet again.
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  Chapter One
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  Once in every eight springs, a girl will be put forth by one of the coastal regions. A peace offering, a condition of the truce between the Giant Warriors of Black Isle and the men of the mainland.




  1. No one shall remain with the offering when the time comes.




  2. No one shall attempt to lay eyes on or follow the giants.




  3. No girl shall ever come home, or her village shall feel the giants’ wrath.




  By this ritual we are bound, so long as our truce may last.




  My life is over.




  Kelly sat down with her head in her hands, making sure she could no longer see the eerily dancing shadows created by the candle on the kitchen table.




  They never did waste much time between the lottery and the banishing.




  Perhaps that’s for the best, Kelly thought. If I had a lot of time to think about this, perhaps I’d be less likely to cooperate.




  Of course, she still wasn’t willing to accept her fate, no, she had other plans.




  After dusk, she would be left on the shores of the Northern Sea, tied up to the strong wooden post erected solely for this purpose, until the giants claimed her.




  Perhaps they wouldn’t like her. Perhaps they’d leave her behind, demanding a prettier, daintier candidate? Kelly could only hope as much. Or perhaps her ties would be loose enough to wiggle free, allowing her to run before the giants even arrived.




  Ever since her mother passed when she was only eight years old, she hadn’t felt this alone in the world. Her father had betrayed her. He was meant to keep her safe, those were her mother’s last words. Keep Kelly and Ferris from harm, swear it to me.




  Instead, what had happened under the watchful eye of their father? She’d been chosen in the lottery.




  It’s an honor, he had said. Your sacrifice ensures the safety of our people for the next eight summers.




  Kelly was to be made into a prisoner and slave, never to be seen again by her people, all of whom were just pleased none of their own daughters were chosen. She’d never gotten along with most of the villagers, most of whom took great pleasure in pointing out that her mother’s death was God’s punishment or other such nonsense. Kelly wasn’t lady-like enough apparently. As a child she’d played with the boys out in the field rather than stayed at home and helped with the housework. If that was sinful enough to warrant her own mother’s death, then she wanted nothing to do with such a God, or the feeble-minded people who believed in him. Of course, she could have never said that aloud, or they would have branded her a witch and punished her. So she had kept these thoughts to herself all these years.




  And yet, she was chosen to protect those same people. Oh, the irony. She would love to see their faces when they realized that there’d be hell to pay for her upcoming escape. All those years playing with the boys would pay off. Now that she had reached a full eighteen years of age, Kelly wasn’t half as weak as most girls she’d grown up with.




  A horn blew in the distance, signaling that her wait was over.




  It was time.




  Her father opened the kitchen door, his weather beaten face tense - the only indication so far that he even cared what happened to her. An honor. What a joke.




  He’d get over the loss of his first born daughter soon enough, at least he still had a son to focus on.




  Ferris would miss her the most. Two years younger than she was, he’d always looked up to his big sister with admiration rather than the disdain others had shown her. She had been there for him more like a mother than a sibling, making sure there was food to eat, clothes to wear, even toys to play with.




  Their father had never realized that he had been suffering the most after their mother had passed. While Father had stuck to his same old routine; heading off to the tavern after nightfall, as though nothing had ever changed, she had been there for Ferris.




  Yes, Ferris would come looking for her as soon as he realized what had happened.




  Father had conveniently sent him off on some merchant ship as a deckhand only weeks before the lottery. As if he’d known what would happen…




  “Kelly. Our fate lies in your hands.” Her father waved Kelly forward with an outstretched arm.




  She hesitated for a moment, but took a deep breath and finally got up.




  “Yes, Father.”




  Mother, I wish you were here. Kelly swallowed hard.




  “Come in,” Father called out.




  A group of villagers made their way inside the cramped little kitchen. They surrounded Kelly, who had already assumed the position expected of her: her arms were crossed behind her back, ready to be tied. They wouldn’t take any chances, because in the heat of panic, many an offering had attempted to flee in the past.




  Oh, Mother. Why did you have to leave me to this fate?




  Kelly’s eyes stung uncomfortably, though she tried not to let it show. A cold gust of wind from outside dried her tears.




  As soon as the rough ropes were tightened uncomfortably around her wrists, it was time to head towards the shore. A long procession had already formed outside Kelly’s modest family home, which in this dimmed light looked like nothing more but a dilapidated shack.




  Of the sun, already vanished behind the mountain ranges towards the west, nothing remained but a reddish glow.




  Fittingly gloomy, Kelly thought.




  A few wisps of clouds did nothing to conceal the full moon shining down on Kelly’s march towards her doom.




  Towards the front of the procession two drummers would set the pace for everyone. Some of the villagers carried torches, deep shadows cast over their solemn faces, making it seem like they were wearing masks. These were not the features of the ordinary folk of West Hythe. Tonight, everything had changed. More change was yet to come.




  Kelly lowered her head as she stepped forward, positioning herself between the butcher and the tanner, two of the strongest, and tallest men of her village. Their function was ceremonial as well as practical during this ritual: supposedly they’d ensure she was delivered to the right people, and not snatched by anyone on the way to the beach. Actually, it was more likely they were there to prevent her from bolting out of fear.




  The drums started to roll, before settling into a comfortable marching pace, and the procession started to move. Kelly resisted for a split second, before being hauled forward by the butcher on her right.




  Fine. I’m going.




  The march was short, as Kelly’s house was one of the few outside the village limits nearer the shoreline, and yet in her perception it seemed to last forever. With each step, her legs felt heavier.




  But soon enough, the outlines of the misty Black Isles came into view in the distance, illuminated only by moonlight. The crisp, cold sea shimmered in the light, like diamonds. Not that Kelly had ever seen a real diamond before, but she’d heard it said they were even shinier than fresh ice.




  A glimmer of curiosity overcame her. That was where she was headed; if she was to believe the stories. What secrets did those dark rocks out in the Northern Sea hide? Nothing good, for sure.




  The villagers surrounding her had initially seemed calm and reserved, but now on the rocky beach, their faces had become tenser, more nervous. Typical, Kelly thought, I’m the one being served up to the barbaric giants, and they’re the ones who are scared.




  The butcher’s large, calloused hands seemed to be trembling slightly as he attached the rope from Kelly’s wrist to the huge iron ring on the half-eroded sacrificial post. He didn’t even meet Kelly’s gaze, which despite the incoming darkness was burning with anger and betrayal. Her earlier tears had long faded in the harsh wind. All that remained was a growing urge to fight.




  She’d find a way to escape. She had to.




  “Sorry, lass. May God be with ya,” he whispered, before joining the procession again, ready to retreat back to the village.




  Kelly pressed her lips together. God had nothing to do with what was happening here. She watched scornfully as everyone backed away.




  It was one of the rules of the ritual. No one shall remain with the offering. None shall lay eyes on the giants when they collect their prize.




  Those rules were now etched into Kelly’s mind, so often had she heard the stories. Every eight years, one of the coastal villages would put forth an offering. As prescribed, none of the girls had been seen since they were left at this exact spot.




  This had been going on for as long as anyone in the village, even the elders, could remember.




  All those lives ruined by such an archaic and stupid ritual!




  There hadn’t even been any sighting, any evidence that giants still roamed the Black Isles. None, except that the sacrificial post was always found empty the morning after an offering. Anyone could have taken those girls. Who knew what had become of them.




  Kelly glared at the retreating villagers, last of whom was her father, who looked back once, but then hurried on home, or more likely, towards the tavern.




  Bloody cowards, the lot of them.




  How convenient to have a rule that nobody was allowed to stay and watch. Who knew who these giants actually were? Whether they even existed.




  The last torch flickered away over the dune surrounding the beach, and the sound of the drum faded into the distance. The ritual was over, and life could go on as normal until eight years from now when another girl was to be chosen from a neighboring village.




  But for Kelly, the night was far from over.




  A dense fog had rolled in from the Northern Sea, covering the beach like a damp blanket. Kelly blinked a few times, but was unable to see a thing. How long had she been here for? Minutes, hours? It was impossible to tell, although dawn still seemed impossibly far away.




  Mother, don’t leave me here.




  Kelly’s eyelids grew too heavy to remain open.




  My darling, rest. You’ll need it, a familiar voice seemed to say.




  Mother! Was she dreaming already?




  The regular crashing of waves had already hypnotized her. One could only be upset for so long, until it took a toll. Kelly tried her best to lift the heavy blanket of exhaustion; to stay alert. But it was hopeless. It would take a lot more than some fog to scare her awake.
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  Chapter Two




  Broc held on to his sword tightly, the leather of his gloves creaking loudly under his powerful grip. He could hear it, despite the screeching winds and waves battering the wooden boat.




  Although they were at peace with the men of West Hythe, one could never be too careful.




  Every eight years, the humans had held up their end of the bargain, though. They had left a suitable young woman behind on the shore near their villages, and nobody had stayed behind to watch the giants’ arrival or possibly interfere.




  In any case, the timing of this exchange was carefully thought out: nights on the Northern Sea were always foggy this time of year. If anyone had stayed behind, they would have to be very nearby indeed to be able to see a thing.




  Looking around the wooden longship, Broc could see a lot of his people were much more excited about tonight's festivities than he was. Their chatter was even louder than the rhythmic drum setting the speed for the rowers.




  He hated to have to do this; to tear a young girl away from the only life she had known and take her to the Isles against her will. Sadly there was no other way to ensure the survival of their bloodline; without this tradition, Broc’s people might become even extinct.




  After the Great War, many of their number had fallen. Outnumbered, and overpowered by the sorcerers who had sided with humankind, their kind had retreated to the Black Isles and left the mainland to be ruled by men. However, their reduced numbers had meant that they would need fresh blood to replenish their line.




  One can only interbreed for so long before things start to go wrong and madness sets in.




  He had seen it happen with his own two eyes. 




  If he squinted, he could just about see the shore through the dense fog. Luckily, his people had a lot better vision than the humans, meaning they could safely navigate the treacherous waters around Hythe Bay to collect the latest addition to their clan.




  Broc had first pick, as was tradition.





  There was no way he could get out of it either. He'd been king of the Black Mountain and surrounding isles for seven years, ever since his father had sailed off into the next realm.




  It was time to start thinking about an heir, whether he liked it or not.




  "Wonder what this one's going to be like," Rhea next to him remarked, her tone sharp with spite. Her comment was a reference to the trouble they’d had last time. Transitions could be difficult.




  He glanced over at the strong young princess, his cousin twice removed, as she stared darkly over the water leading to the coast. It was obvious she'd wanted to be his queen, but it wasn't meant to be. A union between them would have been forbidden, in any case.





  They were too closely related. And they even shared the same animal form.




  Broc had always aimed to be a fair ruler; he could not make an exception to such an important rule for himself. The consequences would be too severe; the islanders’ mating rules existed for a reason.




  A king must do everything within his power to ensure a healthy heir is produced. In his case this had meant taking a human as his bride instead of the relative he’d grown up with. Although he hadn’t made his intentions about this Reaping public yet, Rhea had guessed. And she had made it a point to openly express her displeasure.




  Shortly before the keel of their ship threatened to hit ground, Teaq, Broc's half-brother and commander of the Black Isle armies, gave the order to steady the oars and drop anchor. Impeccable timing as always.





  Broc observed as Rhea and Teaq shared a dark look. It was obvious they each disapproved of tonight’s goings on for their own reasons.




  "There she is," Teaq spat, unable to disguise his disgust.





  His tone rubbed Broc the wrong way. It wasn’t the girl’s fault she had been sent to them as an offering in the Reaping. And what exactly had sparked Teaq’s dislike of human females, Broc had not yet understood.




  "Remember, she will be shown the respect deserving of any citizen of the Black Isles," Broc spoke in a low, determined tone.





  Teaq’s jaw tensed, but he did not respond.




  "Yes, my king." Rhea averted her eyes from the shore and retreated to the back of the ship to stand watch over the waters behind them. As commander of the royal guard, it was her duty to ensure Broc wasn’t ambushed.





  “Just remember what we discussed,” Teaq grumbled. “These are troubled times. The last thing we need is further complications within our own walls.”




  Broc nodded.




  When their father had conducted the last Reaping ritual, the girl had found it incredibly difficult to adjust to her new surroundings. For some time it was feared they’d lose her to madness, but thankfully she had recovered and integrated into their way of life some months later.




  They’d instituted a new rule; the newcomer would not be fully introduced into their ways until she had obviously adjusted to her new circumstances. Teaq had wanted for things to go much further; including keeping the girl on house arrest for the first month; something Broc had vehemently disagreed with. As king, the final decision had obviously been his.




  They would keep her in the dark, figuratively, but she would be as free as any of the other inhabitants of the Black Isles. At least as far as her movements within the castle on Black Mountain were concerned.




  Still, it was for the best to be cautious. She did not need to know the truth about everything from the start. Humans did not handle it well when their views of the world were challenged.


  “I wish you’d reconsider and at least let me put a watch on her. We do not know of her intentions,” Teaq added.




  Broc scoffed. Her intentions. This was just going to be some unfortunate girl who thought she was being sent to her death.




  Just like the last ones.




  Lately Teaq had grown more and more paranoid. They had enough to worry about with the threats from further out at sea. As long as the humans continued to hold up their end of the truce, their peace would hold.




  “Alright. That’s enough of that,” Broc said. “We’ve laid down the rules already. But I won’t have her treated as a prisoner under my rule. Let’s get on with what we came here to do.”




  The many dozen or so soldiers onboard held their heads bowed as Broc strode past towards the port beam, which was by now perfectly lined up with the shoreline.




  Teaq signaled the all clear and jumped over the side, landing squarely on his feet in the waist-deep water. Broc followed.





  They were back on track, but this wasn’t the end of that particular discussion; Broc was certain of it. Teaq’s stubbornness was in part because as the older brother he’d always expected to get first right to the throne. He wasn’t good at following orders.




  Too bad for him that their father, the late King Ryk, hadn't seen it that way. They had fought it out just like in the old days. Hand-to-hand combat.




  Obviously, it was Broc’s victory that had earned him the honor of ruling over the Black Isles. Whether Teaq liked it or not.




  The salty water of the Northern Sea was close to freezing, but Broc—as well as the rest of his clan—were used to it. They were much better suited to cold temperatures than humans were.




  Despite the saltiness in the air, Broc could smell the human from across the stony beach. Her scent was sweet, almost floral, with a hint of something sharp. Fear, perhaps.




  His inner beast stirred. A new sort of sensation came over him. Although he hadn’t even seen her yet, he knew how this Reaping was going to end. She would be his. And she would give him his much awaited heir. It was a bittersweet prospect.
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