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        Alternate Reality Romance

      

      

      Sorin of Firewall lives in a land forever at war. In fact, the Starian men are so busy fighting, their marriage ceremony has been reduced to a “will of the gods” event where they simply pick a woman out of a lineup and claim her as a wife. With women becoming scarce, it’s necessary to trade the offworld Divinity Corporation for brides. Duty-bound to attend the ceremony, he has no intention of picking a bride, let alone one from another dimension. That is, until he sees Lilith, the bewitching woman sent by the gods to reward—or punish?—him.
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      In a land forever at war, the Starian men are so busy fighting that their marriage ceremony has been reduced to a “will of the gods” event where they simply pick a woman out of a lineup and claim her as a wife. With women becoming scarce, it’s necessary to trade the offworld Divinity Corporation for brides.

      They live a very Medieval-like existence. Instead of medical advancement and technology, all of their focus has been on developing weaponry and battle strategy. With places named for war, such as Spearhead and Battlewar, these men have been left in charge way too long. They are in desperate need of a woman’s touch.
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      “The faster you make them come, the less time you must spend in their presence,” Sera whispered, her words accented with an unfamiliar intonation. The tight fit of her white corset top squeezed her healthy waist and thrust up two very generous breasts. Long blue skirts billowed around her legs. She eyed the half dozen girls in the cell as she handed them loaves of bread. The need to be helpful shone from her sincere expression. “That is all they want—a vessel to find release in. Do not expect tenderness, but if you don’t deny them, if you don’t resist, you’ll be treated fairly enough. And if you give them sons, you’ll be greatly rewarded. Life here is not so bad.”

      Lilith Grian didn’t move. She was still trying to get over the fact that she’d gone to bed in her own, lonely San LoFrancis apartment and awoke to find herself kidnapped and locked away in some small cell packed full of terrified women, with nothing but a long white robe over her body. The thick wool and shapeless design was a little too “sacrificial” for her tastes. A sniffle sounded next to her and Lilith glanced at the dark-haired woman crying next to her.

      “This isn’t happening, this isn’t happening,” the woman repeated, over and over. “Wake up, Edith, wake up.”

      Almost pleading, Sera shoved a loaf of bread toward Lilith. “I’m telling you how to best survive this place, please, listen. Spreading your thighs is an easy enough task for a decent life. Don’t bring trouble upon yourself. Let them find release. They are not such boars when they get what they want.”

      Edith continued to rock herself, refusing bread and becoming more hysterical with every breath. Lilith wasn’t sure who “they” were, but she sure as hell didn’t like them already. Unlike Edith, she wasn’t upset about the whole inter-dimensional travel scenario. As an historical and cultural analyst for the Divinity Corporation, it was her duty to jump from one plane of existence to another and collect intelligence on that world. She loved discovering the different intricate paths of the human experience, how one tiny event could change the course of humanity. What did concern Lilith was the fact that this jump wasn’t assigned, and she was supposed to have two weeks off pending a board review of her last screwed-up mission.

      Since Divinity had the only known source of top secret inter-dimensional travel technology on her plane, she guessed that maybe the review wasn’t going her way. That or someone wanted her gone. Out of the four-hundred-thirty-six known dimensions, she didn’t recognize this one as being charted, but to be fair it was difficult to determine much from inside a prison cell. As an analyst, Lilith had traveled to and studied most of the parallel planes. From what Sera described and the way everyone was dressed, this was new territory.

      They shipped me off to an uncharted dimension?

      Shock at her surroundings turned to outrage. This wasn’t an accident. She would have had to have been drugged to be dressed in this outfit and sent through the portal unaware. Natural slips were extremely rare and completely predictable by the company. Sure as sunshine, a portal would not have opened up in her bedroom.

      How dare they! One fuck-up that wasn’t even my fault and I’m suddenly exiled?

      She wondered how human this reality was. Some had vampires and werewolves, some had faeries and gnomes, and some had humanoids so alien her dimension’s species were hardly compatible. Many of them had never even heard of dimensional travel or portals. Some societies were obsessed to the point of compulsion, some with power, some with medical advancement and some with gladiator fights to the death.

      “I can’t be here,” Edith whispered, shaking her head as if to make it all go away.

      Partly taking pity on the frightened woman and partly desperate to get her to shut up, Lilith asked, “Where are you from?”

      “San Francisco,” Edith said. “What’s going on here? Who are these people? Is this a reality show?”

      Lilith ran through possibilities in her mind, trying to narrow down the geography to the right plane. “Is that the United States or Dominative Republic?”

      “United States,” Edith mumbled, sniffing loudly.

      Lilith nodded. No wonder the woman was scared. Her dimension had only theorized alternative realities. They weren’t even close to learning how to control them. This would be like time travel to her.

      “First, you’re not crazy. This is another plane of existence you’ve stepped into.” When the woman only looked confused, Lilith explained, “Looking at a foreign dimension is like looking at your world if it had evolved in a different way. To a point there are many similarities. Languages, generally, are relatively similar. Some people will look the same, but not be the same people. Certain events like natural disasters will be shared. Weather is the same and this is still Earth. These people are still human-ish.”

      Lilith frowned, studying the iron bars keeping them locked in. Apparently, this particular dimension hadn’t made it too far past the Middle Ages—if the trencher to hold the bread, serving wench and barbaric mentality of “just make him come and keep him happy” was any indication.

      “You’re as crazy as they are,” Edith declared, backing away from her.

      So much for helping out my fellow humanoid.

      The other women in the cell held themselves quiet. Each wore the white, shapeless dress with bare feet. A blonde woman whimpered pathetically, watching as a tall, black-haired woman paced in front of her as if she might pounce. The dark-skinned beauty strode with amazing grace and poise, much like a dancer or martial artist.

      A redhead merely sat, staring at the bars as if she knew exactly what was happening and where she was. Her fingers picked absentmindedly at the long sleeve of her gown. She hadn’t moved since they woke up that morning. The last prisoner, a well-endowed brunette, had pulled a thin metal clip out of her upswept hair and thrust it into the outside lock, trying to work the door free.

      Suddenly, the brunette jerked her hand back and thrust the clip into her hair. A burly man dressed in a hard leather jerkin and dark breeches approached the cells, standing between the bars and the blue-grey stone wall on the other side of the narrow hall. Metal diamonds plated the leather, creating a symmetrical pattern over his thick chest. The guard crossed his thick arms, creating a veritable blockade more effective than the iron.

      Lilith knew how to defend herself if the need arose, but he would be a hard opponent to beat. Well, to be honest, she hadn’t actually practiced her defensive moves like she should have been according to Divinity employee policy. Her punches would only do so much damage and he had the muscle mass to absorb her blows with ease. A long, thin scar traced down the side of his cheek, adding a dangerous appeal to his look. Edith and the blonde whimpered. Lilith couldn’t help but note that maybe she was the only one who thought the man appealing.

      The warrior guard studied them one by one, not appearing pleased with what he saw. Then, motioning to the side, he beckoned another warrior man to appear next to him. “The flaxen one and the crying one. They do not carry themselves well. Take them and give them the philter.”

      Lilith automatically touched a lock of her straight, blonde hair. Her heart jumped a little in her chest, until she saw the guard look at the other flaxen-headed woman.

      “What?” Edith screamed. “No, wait! I’ll be good. I swear I’ll be good. Please, don’t hurt me. Please, I’ll do anything you want. Do you want me to make you come? I will. I swear I will. I’ll do you all!” To disprove her point, her body began to shake and she started bawling anew.

      The guard looked disgusted by her display. Lilith couldn’t say she blamed him. Where was the woman’s honor? Her pride? If death was to come, there was nothing to be gained by tears. What she should be doing is analyzing their environment and calculating her escape.

      The barred door opened and four men filed inside. Their massive warrior-like presence made her feel tiny in comparison as they crowded the cell. Two grabbed the now sobbing Edith and dragged her out. The blonde screamed, kicking and fighting as tears streamed down her face. The four remaining women held perfectly still. Lilith did not want to be grabbed next. The gods only knew what this “philter” was. It didn’t sound pleasant.

      As soon as the men were gone, the brunette went back to work, her face set as she tried to feel around the lock with her hairpin. The cell became eerily quiet now that the two women had been taken away.

      “You won’t be able to open it,” the redhead said, staring at the lock picker. “Even if you did, there would be no escape. You’d have to fight through the warriors’ hall, out of the guarded castle gates and run three strikes over open prairie until you reach the forest. Should you survive the wild beasts that live there, you’d soon find yourself prisoner to an even more vicious race of creatures—monsters so fierce and depraved they’ll make you beg for death. Trust me, with the war going on in this forsaken place, we’re in the better of the two sides.”

      “Who are you that we should trust what you say?” the brunette asked.

      “Name’s Paige,” the redhead answered.

      “Lilith,” Lilith inserted, glad they’d finally started communicating. She didn’t blame them for being cautious. All morning there had been a secret judging and assessing between them.

      “What do they want with us?” The black-haired woman stopped pacing. All eyes turned to her. “Oh, I’m called Jayne.”

      “They want us to be their whores,” Paige answered, bitterness seeping into her hard tone. “They don’t call it that, but that’s what they want—a subservient woman to rub their feet and spread her legs. If you don’t, they get pissed and the whole lot of them stares at you like you are demon spawn incarnate and blames you for your chosen warrior’s bad mood. It’s either fuck them and suck them, or you’re treated like the bottom rung of Starian society.”

      “Again, I ask, why should we trust you? We don’t know you.” The brunette continued to try to pick the lock. “You could be a plant sent here to make us behave with horror stories of what’s beyond the tree line.”

      “I don’t care if you trust me, but I know what I’m talking about. This isn’t my first time in a cage.” Paige tilted her head back and sighed. “They’ll be coming to get us soon.”

      “What’s your name, locksmith?” Jayne asked the brunette.

      “Karre.”

      “Well, Karre,” Jayne said, “I don’t think we have much of a choice. If we all work together, maybe we stand a chance. Now, I don’t know how we all got here and at this point I don’t think it matters, but I do know I’m not staying to spend the rest of my life as some guy’s sex toy.”

      “I agree.” Lilith stood, hoping Jayne would have a logical solution they could use. “We need a plan.”

      “Fine,” Karre grumbled.

      Paige opened her eyes and shook her head. “Don’t look to me to join your little band. You’re only fooling yourselves. I’ve been to the Hanging Forest. I made it all the way to the Starian borders and I’ve seen the creatures that wait beyond.”

      “What about a dimension jump?” Lilith asked. “Does anyone know if this place has inter-dimensional travel technology?”

      “A what?” Paige furrowed her brow in confusion.

      “Staria? It’s too primitive. They don’t have the technology here,” Karre said. “I got a glimpse of the castle when they brought me to this cell. Through a door I saw servants cart water from a well in buckets and the drive wasn’t paved. No artificial lights or motorized vehicles. Though there were several large horses.”

      “I’ve never been here,” Jayne contributed, “but I’m inclined to agree from what I’ve observed. These prisons don’t use lasers or shocks.”

      “Someone’s coming.” Karre pulled her arms out from between the bars. She thrust her lock-picking tool back into her upswept hair.

      A new guard arrived, dressed similar to the other men she’d seen. His nose had a crook across the bridge. He frowned. “Only three new ones?”

      “It’s all they sent us,” said the man who’d ordered the other two women away.

      “How’s it going, Edward?” Paige taunted, her face hardening to hide all emotion. “I see the nose is healing nicely.”

      “Lady Paige,” Edward growled, glaring at her as if he wanted to pull the sword from his waist and run her through.

      “Open the door, Eddie,” Paige taunted. “Let me break it again.”

      Edward grumbled, but didn’t answer.

      “I thought there were five new,” another of Edward’s fellow barbarians said, completely ignoring Paige.

      “What’s wrong, Brock? Don’t I count anymore in your little ledger?” Paige taunted. Lilith kept quiet, observing as was her nature to do.

      “You are not new,” Brock stated, frowning at her in disapproval. “Your lord is waiting for you and I do hope his punishment is harsh.”

      Paige’s smirk faltered. Brock grinned victoriously.

      “You already have one of these guys?” Karre whispered, grabbing Paige’s arm.

      “Two were not suitable. They were taken away,” Edward said, answering his companion. His nostrils flared in distaste. “Too weak.”

      “Three will have to do,” Brock answered, sighing. As the two men walked off, he added, “I’ll tell my Sera to make ready.”

      A long silence filled the cell, broken only when Paige whispered, “Ladies, welcome to Battlewar Castle.”
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      If Lord Sorin hated anything, he hated waste—wasted resources, wasted hours, wasted lives. And, as far as he was concerned, these breeding ceremonies were a waste of time. Nothing in the process of prancing women before the warriors, who then picked them based on an urge, guaranteed a well-made match. Their ancestors had the right idea when they’d raided villages and took the women they wanted. At least the raids served three purposes—the need for men to find a woman to put into their bed, the need for men to have sons and the need for men to fight their wars. Besides, going on a raid would not take the warriors away from the battlefront, not like traveling back to Battlewar Castle in the northernmost part of their kingdom for a breeding ceremony.

      Women were scarce in this hard land. Sons became a necessity and their natural evolution seemed to answer the call with more sons than daughters—when they did have children. Their low birthrate wasn’t from lack of trying when the warriors were home, but war took them away all too often. Sometimes forever.

      Sorin glanced around his castle chambers, the place he always stayed when he came to Battlewar. Ever since his own castle, Firewall, burned to the ground, this was as close to a stationary home as he had. Like all male rooms, the decorations were sparse—a large bed with a mammoth-wolf fur coverlet, a large wall filled with every weapon he’d ever owned in chronological order, a fireplace, comfortable chair, a trunk for his personal belongings and two doors.

      The black stone walls pressed in on him. He shouldn’t be here. He should be at the encampment with the other men. What did he care if tradition dictated he at least attempt to take a breeding partner, a mate, a bride, a whatever the women liked to call the joining nowadays. He had a bride once and it did him little good. Bianka, the accursed wench, was dead and it suited him just fine not to replace her.

      Still moist from his recent bath, he adjusted his hips on the chair and wrapped his callused fingers around the semi-erect member between his thighs. Granted, self-satisfaction wasn’t as gratifying as the real thing, but it would keep his head level during the ceremony. He would never forgive himself if he did something stupid. The longer his kind went without the exhausting pleasure of the bed, the more their moods were said to be altered. Sorin grunted. He thought he did just fine without a woman.

      He gripped his cock hard, squeezing in irritation as he tried not to think of how he wanted to be far away from there. It didn’t take long for his erection to reach full capacity and begin to ache. Veins strained along the firm flesh, leading a familiar trail over his shaft from thick base to smooth tip. The water dried and the rough texture of his war-hardened hand caused an insistent friction along his shaft. Nothing about the grip reminded him of the soft folds of a woman and that’s the way he liked it—hard and empty.

      He stroked fast and tight. The muscles in his stomach tightened. His body knew its part and didn’t need to be romanced into climaxing. Closing his eyes, he let the end come. Physical release sated one hunger, the feast being prepared below stairs would take care of the other. By morn, he’d ride out with his brother to join the battlefront.

      Sorin stood and stretched his hands over his head. The low fire had dried the water from his naked flesh. All this sitting around and reflecting didn’t sit well on his mind. Completely comfortable in his nakedness, he strode to the trunk and flung it open. Tradition demanded he dress nicely this evening, even though he much preferred armor to silken threads.

      But hate all this nonsense as he may, it was his turn to sit before the stage and watch the newest batch of women being paraded before them. And, like the several times before, he’d do nothing but sit and wait and curse the hours of his life that were being wasted.
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      “I say we make a fight of it,” Jayne put forth, twisting her arms in an effort to be free of the ropes around her wrists. She’d already put up a good fight as the men came to restrain them in the prison cell. Karre had been no less defiant, though her moves seemed more calculated and her eyes ever watchful. Paige simply held out her hands and let them bind her, as if whatever fight she’d once had disappeared completely.

      Lilith clearly wasn’t the fighter Jayne was, nor was she the beaten pushover Paige had obviously become. If anything, she was like Karre, watching and waiting, analyzing as she always did on assignment. Only this time there were no safety protocols if she got into trouble. The fact terrified her. She knew self-defense and had been trained in basic survival, but in truth, she was just an analyst. She spent most of her field hours in libraries and tech labs, learning about the different dimensions’ individual histories and political systems. Occasionally she’d attend banquets and celebrations, always observing, rarely participating. She collected intelligence, sometimes known by that particular plane’s authorities, sometimes not. Her job was to observe and under no circumstances was she to interfere.

      So what did all those years of training mean now? Did she fight? Every instinct told her to stay calm and observe, to wait and learn. But was fear making her cling to the familiar? She had to remind herself that this wasn’t a mission. This was her life, potentially the rest of her life if she didn’t find a way out. There was no safety button hidden in a necklace that would alert the company to come and get her. She was on her own.

      No, that wasn’t true. She had four potential allies standing right next to her in the same sacrificial white gowns and rope chain accessories.

      “Paige already tried fighting and running,” Lilith whispered, automatically testing the tight ropes around her wrists. They bit into her flesh, seeming to get tighter the more she pulled at them. A guard stood at the end of a long hall, which passed rows of cells much like the one they’d been kept in. The women made no move to follow the man out of the prison area. “The way I see it, we don’t have any choice but to join forces and pool our knowledge. I think we should gather intelligence. None of us seem to be from this world, so that means they had to get us all here somehow. If we keep our ears open, we’ll find out how. There might be a way out of here yet.”

      “I’ve already looked for fairy rings when I was in the forest,” Paige said. “I didn’t even find evidence of fairies. Though, I’m not surprised. Fairies don’t like wars and this place is nothing but one giant battlefield. I think my journey here was a one-way trip.”

      “Fairy rings?” Karre snorted with soft laughter.

      “What?” Paige asked, looking around at the others. “Isn’t that how you all got here?”

      “No more talking. They’re ready for you,” the guard announced, motioning his fist forward. “Let’s go. March.”

      Lilith didn’t readily move. The prisons felt oddly safe. Once she stepped out into this world who knew what she’d encounter.

      “March!” the guard yelled in irritation.

      Lilith jolted, shivering.

      “Let me help.” Paige tugged on her arm, dragging Lilith forward a few steps before letting go. “Brock’s ill-tempered and in the end you’ll still be marching out there. Just be glad he’s letting you keep the clothes. This is one group you don’t want to greet naked.”

      The women filed out of the prison corridor into a blue-grey stone passageway. This time one of the guards did walk behind them as they followed Brock. Wooden doors with thick metal handles spread out on either side, lit by torches placed on the walls. Material whispered with each step and the sound of their bare feet padding across the cold floor created a steady beat to the harder clomping of the guards’ boots. Otherwise, the castle was silent.

      The long passageway turned into another, then into another, becoming an endless maze of twists and turns. As the sound of voices penetrated their march, Lilith stared past Karre’s shoulder. A new light shone from ahead, brighter than the torches but still flickering like firelight. The nearer they walked toward the light, the louder the sounds became. Rowdy, gruff and very male, the voices caused Lilith to falter in her steps. Paige bumped into her back, only to forcefully push her forward.

      Her breathing deepened and her heart raced. Each heavy thump brought her closer to passing out. The firelight began to dance in her vision.

      No!

      Lilith jerked her senses back from the threat of oblivion and steeled her nerves. She might be just an analyst, but she had been trained for tactical situations. She needed to focus. This was a mission. She wasn’t being paid for it, but it was perhaps the most important mission she had ever been on.

      Holding her head up high, she walked under the narrow archway into a crowded hall. First, she needed to survey her surroundings. Battlewar Castle appeared to be a beefy evolution of the medieval period, honed to perfection by centuries of care, and decorated by men. Lilith had seen castles before and, though they had distinctly different styles, the layouts were generally the same. If it stayed true to common form, there would be a town beyond the inner gate, spread out over the distance and leading to an outer gate.

      Warriors watched the four women with interest from the long rows of tables in the main hall. Though gruff in appearance, most of them looked recently bathed. Some wore lightweight tunics, others leather jerkins like the guards, others light chainmail and pieces of armor, and still others wore no shirt at all. Big metal goblets had been set before them, next to matching pitchers. She’d thought the guards were scary, but some of these men were practically gigantic. Muscles bulged, littered with puckered scars and tattooed designs. Despite her best efforts, her heart hammered wildly and her throat became dry. She was expected to sexually satisfy one of these warrior knights? If their cocks were anything like the rest of them, they’d tear her apart.

      The light came from a large fireplace along a far side of the room. Like most things in this place, it was immense and towering. Woven tapestries lined the walls in strips of material, showcasing coats-of-arms and various symbols she didn’t yet recognize.

      “Come on,” the guard muttered, his voice not booming like before as he led them through a path made between the tables.

      Lilith noticed women mixed in with some of the men. Though not so tight as Sera, they had corset tops clearly designed to entice and enflame their male leaders, and skirts for easy access. A bearded knight licked his lips as she passed, his eyes raking over her as if she were already naked and strapped to the table. She swallowed hard, realizing he wasn’t the only one looking at her like that. Lilith wondered if the firelight revealed more of her naked body beneath the white gown than she would have liked. She pulled her arms close.

      Sera’s words echoed in her head, “The faster you make them come, the less time you must spend in their presence. That is all they want—a vessel to find release in.”

      Did they expect the women to please all these men? The hungry glances and deepened breathing didn’t deny the idea. Tension filled the air and the talking had quieted by small degrees. The prisoners turned and were led forward to the front of the hall. A raised table, set high upon a platform of honor, awaited empty.

      “Stand here,” Brock ordered, pointing before the tables. Then yelling, he announced, “Bring in the firsts so they may make their choice.”

      Firsts? Did that mean her worst fear was correct? They would have to pleasure more than one of these giant, warrior men? However would she survive it?

      The hall erupted into a crescendo of good-natured laughter and cheering. Six men walked into the main hall, fierce and proud. Their clothes gleamed in a way not seen in the others’ clothing. A small detail, to be sure, but it did set these men apart from the others. Each wore a different colored long tunic, reaching to the knees, over tight brown breeches. Woven belts wound their waists, the end straps hanging along the right thighs.

      A wave of foreboding washed over her. Lilith took in each man in turn. The first walked with a slight limp, though it didn’t detract from the power of his stance. Next a dark-haired knight with softer set features and an easier gait followed. His gaze moved over each of the women in interest.

      Suddenly, Lilith’s eyes stopped and her body froze. The third man in line towered the others in breadth and height. A raw, potent energy radiated from him, hitting her in the chest. Every nerve tingled with awareness and warmth, creating a curious reaction between her legs.

      Lilith didn’t know what to make of him. His size frightened her even as it intrigued her—so large and thick, yet so purposeful in his movements. He walked with a stalking grace that came only from years of exercise and training. Dark hair framed his face in thick waves, not so long as to touch his shoulders, but long enough to make her want to sink her hands into its depths and pull. Silken blue clung to the sculpted valleys of his chest and arms.

      Then he looked at her, intense dark brown eyes piercing hers, and she couldn’t breathe. He didn’t smile, didn’t show any pleasure in what he saw. The hard line of his mouth tightened, as if he wanted nothing more than to jump over the table and strangle her. Fists clenched alongside his thighs, tight, hard balls of steel that could easily take her head off with one blow.

      Terror filled her. What had she done to draw his notice or his anger? Had she stared too long? Did he simply hate blondes? She wrapped her arms around her waist, hugging tight. The man wouldn’t stop staring at her, as if he knew he dominated her with just that one look. Was he going to be her “first”?

      “We have to get out of here,” she whispered, filled with the urge to run.

      “There is nowhere to go,” Paige said, just as quietly. “I already tried. Resign yourself for we will never escape this place. Survive or die, those are your options.”
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        * * *

      

      Sorin took several deep breaths, feeling as he did when about to go into battle. Heat filled him as tension worked its way into his limbs. With a single thought, he could will his body to spring into action. He could erase her from the world and end this before it started.

      But it was too late. He was lost the moment he’d looked at her, had seen her big blue eyes staring at him in trepidation. No, he was lost before that, when he felt her looking at him, beckoning him with her unwavering gaze to find her in the crowd.

      Temptress. Witch.

      He willed the desire inside him to go away. It shouldn’t have been so strong. He’d relieved himself like he always did, had spilled his seed to ease the lonely ache.

      Light from the fireplace shone through the white of her gown, silhouetting the long length of her legs and arms. The linen clung to her shoulders, swooping gently along the curves of her breasts—breasts that would be bare beneath. The tied hands were a new addition to the ceremony, thanks to Sir Aidan’s wayward woman, Lady Paige. Sorin’s barbaric side found he liked the addition.

      Hunger rushed into every limb, lifting his cock beneath the long tunic. He didn’t think to hide the reaction. No one would care. It had been so long, so very long, since he’d had a woman in his bed. He suppressed a groan. Soft flesh. Round breasts. Taut nipples. Slick, warm vessel to catch his passion. That certain female smell when he pressed his nose to her sex.

      A thought whispered in the back of his mind. Maybe she’s different. Maybe she’ll be better. Maybe this one will stay.

      He cursed the thought. No. She wasn’t different. She wasn’t better. Sorin had made up his mind long ago. He’d come, he’d look, but he never, ever wanted to find someone. He wasn’t meant to have this, or her, or any kind of peace. Sorin was born into a land of war. He was made for it, every piece of him. One of the bloodiest battles in their history happened the very hour his mother gave birth to him.

      Some were lucky to find peace in marriage, but not him. Tradition and necessity dictated he come to these ceremonies and try to find someone. He came from a noble line, a position of power, one that demanded he have sons to carry on his family’s name. But society could not make him choose. It could not make him step forward and lay claim.

      “Mine.”

      Where did that word come from? It sounded like his voice, booming over the hall to quiet all who watched into stunned silence. It felt like his body refusing to go to his place at the table, instead moving forward with arm uplifted to point at the blonde-haired beauty. But it couldn’t be his body or his voice. That would mean he’d just announced his claim. Everyone would have heard it. He couldn’t back out once the word was said.

      “Sorin?” his younger brother, Ronen, hissed. Like Sorin, Ronen led one of the more renowned armies in all of Staria. Very few would dare to challenge their word or honor and the fact made it even more impossible for Sorin to take back what he’d done.

      “Mine,” Sorin found himself repeating. Was he possessed? What madness was this? He kept walking toward her. She merely stared at him, those wide, gorgeous eyes capturing his. Straight blonde hair hung long down her back, just as a woman’s should.

      “Brother?” Ronen questioned. The shock was evident in his voice. Sorin couldn’t blame him for the surprise because that very day he’d been instructing Ronen to stay strong and not fall for a woman’s pretty face. And what did Sorin do? He claimed a woman with a pretty face.

      The hall remained quiet. Sorin stopped before the woman, noting with pleasure that she didn’t cringe and fall away from his looming presence. Her strength would serve her well. Years of frustrated desires surged inside him. He couldn’t put them off any longer. Deny it as he might, he needed a woman. He would never admit the words out loud. The need was not just for physical release, but for the softness of her, the sweet smell and the temporary relief from the endless fighting that such a creature could bring.

      You tried this before, Sorin. Such things are not for you.

      Fool.

      Idiot.

      Weak.

      His accusing thoughts infuriated. Reaching for her bound arms, he took hold of the ropes. Not even his condescending inner voice could stop his actions. Sorin held her gaze steady, stating so she couldn’t mistake his claim, “You are mine.”
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        * * *

      

      Did he say “mine”?

      If she could have forced her limbs to move, Lilith would have blazed a trail out of there so fast the castle would’ve exploded. She’d heard about people being petrified with fear, but she never realized it felt like this. Not even her heart seemed to beat in her chest. She opened her mouth only to close it. Her eyes stared at his, unable to blink. Sound wouldn’t leave her throat. She tried again, working her lips several times before managing a very inaudible, “No.”

      Dark eyes narrowed. This wasn’t a man used to being refused. All around her, the hall had silenced. She heard the gasps as he’d first spoken, followed by rushed whispers. But none of the others could have been as stunned as she.

      This man wants me? This impossibly strong, muscular man? This deadly warrior with the imposing features and angry eyes?

      “Ah.” The man standing near the head table cleared his throat. “Rejoice, Lord Sorin has chosen!”

      The statement came out more like a question than an announcement. Cheering erupted, jarring Lilith to her senses. She jerked her bound hands, trying to free them. Lord Sorin held tight, unaffected by her protests.

      “No,” she managed, loud enough to be heard by the women standing next to her.

      A low growl escaped Sorin.

      “Stop it.” Lilith tugged harder, not caring who heard. “Let me go. This is a mistake. I did nothing wrong. I’m not supposed to be here. Contact Divinity Headquarters on dimensional plane 269. My employee number is 54367D. I don’t belong here.”

      “Eh, my lord, if you wanted a woman, you should have waited to see their temperaments,” a knight shouted, causing a round of laughter. “Methinks you found the shrew!”

      “Ach, he’s lucky to have a bit o’ fire betwixt the sheets,” another answered. A loud bang followed as people hit their goblets on the wooden tabletops.

      “Are you saying my Bertha does not have fire?” the first man accused.

      “Not as much as my Darla!” the second answered, the original playfulness no longer in his tone.

      Fighting erupted behind her, but Lilith couldn’t turn around. Sorin still stared at her, his dark eyes commanding.

      “Come with me,” Sorin ordered, tugging her behind him as he walked.

      “Brother,” the easy-going knight insisted from behind the table.

      “It is done, Ronen,” Sorin answered. “Tell Sera to send food to my chambers.”

      As he dragged her by her wrists from the crowded hall to a narrow archway next to the fireplace, Lilith tried to brace her feet against the floor. The fruitless effort caused her to stumble erratically so she gave it up. She glanced behind her. The other women appeared a shade paler as they watched her being carted away like a newly acquired sex slave. And as far as she knew, that’s exactly what she was.
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