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Chapter 1

“Give me your hand!”

Somehow I managed to keep from shaking as I held my hand out to Lord Nelson. It wasn’t just because of him, but I dared not show any hesitation in front of his courtiers gathered in his throne room. He grabbed my wrist and flipped it over so my hand was palm up. He slashed his knife across my palm, cutting deep and making my nostrils flare. I wouldn’t show him the pain, he’d enjoy it too much.

I’ve had years of experience at enduring pain. Nearly every woman on my world has, but it’s been worse for me. Lord Gareth Nelson is a hard man and one who doesn’t deal well with failure. I have the misfortune of being able to heal myself. I’m not much good at healing others, but I can fix my own injuries in minutes. He knows this and, since I’m his most powerful witch, he uses me to take out his frustrations.

This wasn’t a simple surge of childish anger. He turned the knife on his own hand and drew it across. I noticed he didn’t cut as deeply. Blood welled up in the cut, matching the fluid dripping from my own.

“Join us,” he growled.

“My Lord?” I knew better, but I still stammered it out. He slapped me, making my ears ring and tears come to my eyes. I nodded, sucking on my lip so he didn’t see the blood where I’d bit it. I blinked away the tears too, then took his bloody hand in mine.

I held my other hand over the top and focused my energies. I whispered the ceremonial words of union and felt the blood mingle and fuse between us. It was done, just like that. No pomp and ceremony, no crowd or reception other than those gathered in his throne hall. I went from being his slave to being his wife. It was not an improvement.

I felt the bond immediately. We were soul mates, our spirits bound together by blood and magic. Only death would release me, though if it were his death mine would soon follow. By the widening of his eyes I knew he felt the bond as well. It was hard to not be amused at his surprise.

“You’ve all born witness,” Lord Baxter said, turning to address those gathered. “Lady Cassiopeia now speaks as my wife. Disobey her at your own peril!”

It sounded good but I knew better. It meant if I did anything he found displeasing I’d be beaten. It was no real change for me, other than to tease me. I expected he was doing this just to make my life more painful than it already was. All mothers hoped their daughters would be born with the gift. They never knew what really happened to little girls touched by magic. They never understood their daughters’ power was tempered by the tyrants they were forced to serve.

“Witch, with me!” my new husband barked, turning and storming out of the throne hall and into his private chambers.

I followed, showing no sign of dismay or fear. Inwardly I cringed. I was his wife now, not that a lack of relationship had stopped him in the past. It had been many years since Lord Nelson had called my bluff and proved that virginity was not a requirement for a witch.

He was toying with the dagger when I entered the room. I shut the door behind him before he turned to face me. “You’ll take Gabriel and find a way through,” he ordered.

“Yes, M’lord.” He was referring to the portal far to the north in Lord Baxter’s realm. His emissary had returned today with the news. Lord Baxter was dead, replaced by his son who, it was rumored, had come from the other Earth. The new Lord Baxter forbade anyone from using the portal, aside from the people directly under his command. 

I knew of the otherworld. I was a witch, it was required learning. I was excited at the prospect of going there, almost excited enough to overlook my travelling companion and what I’d be leaving behind. It wasn’t my new husband I was reluctant to leave, it was my sister. We were bonded now, I’d never be free from him again no matter what the distance.

“Come, attend my needs before you leave.” He pulled me after him and led me through another door to his bedchambers. My dress was ripped from me and he pushed me to my knees.

I did my wifely duties as expected. It was a horrible duty, but I did it willingly since the alternative meant he’d still use my body for his pleasure but add a beating for good measure. What mattered was that Lord Nelson was pleased with me. Now that we were joined he’d feel some of the pain if he beat me so I could put that fear to rest. I also felt his pleasure in his release, which confused my body since such intimacy with him made me nauseous. There were worse things he could do than hit me, things he’d threatened in the past. I could deal with any pain or hardship he inflicted upon me, so long as the duress was mine and mine alone.

* * * *

“Cass!”

I turned at the familiar sound. My sister walked to me as fast as her skirts would allow. She fell in beside me as I walked. “Is it true Lord Baxter has denied access to his portal?”

I nodded, nibbling my recently healed lip in the process. What she said was true but what Lord Nelson wanted was another matter. “Gabriel and I must leave for a while. Lord Nelson has given me a task.”

Her face soured. She knew better than to speak of it or even to allow the expression to remain, but I knew what she meant. Gabriel was Lord Nelson’s man. His enforcer, bodyguard, and as close a confidant as my new husband would ever have.

“Be careful!” Gwen dared to whisper. 

I gave her a slight nod in return. “I have little to worry about, Lord Nelson has bonded me.”

Gwen stopped in her tracks. I stepped back to her and grabbed her hand, forcing her to move again. “He bonded you? As in made you his...his wife?”

I nodded. “Yes, I’m his.”

She swore under her breath, a curse that she’d be whipped publicly for if overheard by one of Lord Nelson’s men. 

I looked at her and smiled as softly as I dared. My face still looked cold should anyone be spying upon us, but Gwen knew me well enough to know better. “There are worse things,” I reassured her.

“What could be worse?” She muttered.

What indeed? I didn’t dare to tell her that having Lord Nelson take his frustrations out on her instead would be one of many worse things he’d promised over the years. “I’ll have time to talk about it on my return.”

“How long will you be gone?” Gwen smoothed her tone. She knew safety lay in appearances.

“A few months at the least. Likely more.”

She nodded, biting her own lip in a silent show of disapproval. “We’ll spend time together when I return, I promise.”

“If Lord Nelson allows it,” she added.

Before I could add my own snide comment I saw my travel companion enter the passageway we walked down. “There you are. Congratulations on finally wooing Lord Nelson into your clutches.”

“Gabriel,” I acknowledged. Gabriel smirked as he approached. He stood just under six feet tall with hair that was streaked with light and dark blond colors. His clothing was loose but stylish. I knew it was designed to allow him to slip out of it at a moment’s notice. I knew because I’d seen him do it before. After all, I was responsible for turning him into what he was.

Gabriel had the spirit of the jaguar in him, allowing him to share the hunting cats strengths and even take on its form. It was a complicated procedure and more than a little sacrifice was required. That had been four years ago. Any appreciation or sense of obligation Gabriel may have felt towards me had long since faded.

“Lord Nelson wishes us to leave immediately. When will you be ready?” I asked.

He held out his hands. “Ready now. Although I believe our quest should be blessed with a kiss from a fair young maiden to assure our success.”

I heard the breath hiss between Gwen’s lips. I scowled at him. “You may be my husband’s man, but I’m now Lady Nelson. Remember that.”

Gabriel’s smile diminished slightly, then it returned along with a narrowing of his eyes. “No harm done, Lady,” he said far too smoothly. “As for this young beauty perhaps I’ll ask Lord Nelson permission to court her. Upon our return, that is.”

“Enough!” I snapped. I unclenched m hands, tamping down on the power I’d subconsciously summoned. I wondered if I might find the excuse needed to burn Gabriel into ashes on our quest.

He bowed, “Of course, My Lady. If you’re ready, let us be on our way.”

I nodded but he didn’t turn away from us. Without risking a glance at the only person I dared to trust or care about, I hiked up my skirts and strode past him towards my chambers to gather my things. It was going to be a long and unpleasant trip. The elation of being away from Lord Nelson was tempered by the fact that my sister was still held under his nose, ensuring my good behavior.

* * * *

We’d travelled for two days along the shores of South Lake. South Lake was one of the smallest of the five lakes north of us. Each was hundreds of miles long and the storms that raged throughout the region this time of year made them no place I cared to be. Travelling by carriage was slower, but safer. Far safer, considering Gabriel rode his own specially trained stallion. Normal horses feared him, and with good cause.

The first night we’d stayed at an inn within Lord Nelson’s realm. In theory it was my realm too, but the reality was that I was now Gareth’s property. The land and I were resources, save that the land would be more valuable to him.

I’d expected the journey might end up as enjoyable as possible until I retired to my room. I was preparing for bed when I felt the link with Lord Nelson become more active. He was up to something, I could tell, though I’d been trying to ignore our bond rather than focus on it to gain understanding.

I gasped when a surge of animalistic passion burst through me. It was raw and powerful and, without any doubt, I knew what it meant. My new husband was laying with someone! I told myself that I didn’t care, it was better that it was someone else being ravaged by him. I shifted in my bed trying to find some measure of comfort, but sleep wouldn’t come.

Finally his rutting ended with the same powerful swell of lust that Lord Nelson displayed in person. I felt his tension lesson and then tasted his dark humor and anger before it slipped away from me. I was left with little more than a fire in my belly that made me toss and turn.

Sleep came but it was fleeting. The next day, after only a few hours of sleep, I dwelled upon what happened. I felt occasional surges from him, mostly spikes of anger but occasional mirth. He was a simple man governed by simple urges. Control, hunger, and lust were chief among them. He was also intelligent and merciless, but that did nothing to keep my contempt from growing.

Gabriel made occasional conversation with me but I said little in return. I was a witch. Lord Nelson’s witch, at that. Few dared to speak with me, it was a fear I cultivated. The fewer who knew me the less I’d have to pretend.

At the end of the second day I took the time to write a letter to my new husband. I warned him that such indulgences of the flesh would weaken me in the eyes of his people as word got out. I dared not push so far as to suggest that what liberties he might take I could enjoy as well. That would earn me my sister’s head on a pike. I used my magic to summon a hawk from the forest. The bird waited patiently while I tied the missive about the its ankle before sending it off.

“Love letters to Lord Nelson?” Gabriel had the gall to ask me.

I fixed him with a cold glare. “Perhaps in the next one I’ll share with him how you’ve sought to have your way with me.”

The rumble that vibrated out of his chest irritated me. His lips rose to match the growling chuckle. “I’m no witch, but I know something of the bond you share. He’d know if such a thing were true.”

I walked over to him and let my power cause my eyes to darken. I reached out to him with my magic, caressing and encasing him. His nostrils flared and he twitched, trying to look away. “You don’t think for a moment I couldn’t take you to my bed?” I licked my lips for good effect then turned away and released him.

Gabriel gasped behind me. “Witch!” he hissed, though I knew it was a curse and not a title.

“You forget how intimately familiar I am with you,” I said over my shoulder. I took the pack that the coachman had left on the ground for me. It contained the most critical items I would need for my journey. “I tore you apart and rebuilt you, infusing that poor cat into your spirit and damning it to a lifetime spent with you. I know everything about you, Gabriel. Everything that matters.”

I could sense him fuming behind me. It was fun, and the only amusement I was likely to get. I felt something else too, a stab of my husband’s own distant chuckle. Just as I shared his peaks he could also feel mine. It was a humbling lesson.

I walked stiffly into the inn, wondering if I’d ever have any privacy again.

* * * *

“Sleep well, My Lady?” The faint lift of Gabriel’s lip made me suspect his polite question was anything but.

I fought the urge to curse at him. Sleep was almost impossible. My warning to my husband was ignored. Whatever strumpet he’d found the night before had tickled him to even higher passions. “Well enough,” I said to him. 

“Good, today we leave the carriage behind. You’ll need your strength to ride a horse.”

I’d been trying to forget. I liked horses well enough, but the few times I’d ridden them in the past was a very exhausting and painful experience. My husband’s expectations didn’t allow for leisure on our journey either.

I handed my pack to the boy tending the stables. “Think they have anything that can keep up with that brute of yours?”

He laughed, a dangerous twinkle in his eye. “I’ve raised Rothgar from the time he was born, there’s no finer stallion in these lands.”

Rothgar was a mighty animal. He was also the only animal that would bear Gabriel. The mare being prepared for me was smaller and less spirited. I fought the urge to scowl at the assumption I couldn’t handle a more temperamental animal. Appearances were everything, after all, and because I was a woman they already thought me weak.

I walked up to the mare and let my magic caress her. I rubbed her cheek and leaned in to stare into her eye. She wasn’t well, I realized, though what ailed her was only a faint bother. After a day on the trail it might be far more pronounced.

“Boy!, Unsaddle this horse and tend to her. Fetch me another and make sure the replacement is sound.”

“M...Ma’am?” He stuttered, staring at the horse in between frightened glances at me.

“Her leg has a tremble in it. A rock in her hoof or a twist of her hips, perhaps.”

“Of course!” He rushed to guide the mare away. She whickered softly as he took her to the stables.

“You’ve a good eye,” Gabriel complimented.

I let my gaze settle on him until he chuckled and pointed past me. I turned and saw the boy leading another horse out, this one a stallion nearly as tall as Rothgar, though not as wide.

“My Lady, this is all that remains that is fit for riding. He’s got a fierce temper though, I’m not—”

“Do not dare to presume you know what’s best for me,” I snapped. The stable boy’s mouth snapped shut and his eyes dropped to the ground. He mumbled an apology, which I ignored, and hurried to place my belongings across the back of the saddled horse.

I stepped up, noting how the eyes of the new horse widened and its nostrils flared. It had sense enough to fear me.

“I’m sorry, My Lady, Carver has been acting up since last night. Worse than usual, I mean...”

Since last night? I turned to cast a scathing glance at Gabriel. No doubt Carver could smell the predatory nature of my companion. I turned back to the horse and soothed it with my magic, calming the beast’s breathing and even drawing its affections toward me. I heard the stable boy gasp when Carver lowered his head into my hand, seeking my rubbing approval.

“Never doubt a witch, boy,” Gabriel said with a laugh. The boy gasped anew.

I smiled coldly at him then gathered my skirts so I could mount the horse. It was nearly a crime of indecency to ride full astride a horse’s back for a woman, but my high boots kept my legs covered. My status as the Lady of the Realm would offer me little protection, but riding a full day side saddle would be impossible.

“We waste time,” I snapped, anxious to get the miserable journey underway. At least the discomfort would keep me awake. What I’d do with the long time spent riding escaped me. Aside from trying to stay atop the beast and keep myself from looking the fool to Gabriel, that is.

My companion rode ahead of me, flipping a coin to the stable boy. Not to be undone I sent a surge of magic into him, making the boy shudder with a delight he’d surely not experienced outside of fevered dreams. His hands clapped to his pants abruptly, drawing a smirk from me as I rode out of view. No doubt the boy was embarrassed and terrified even though I’d given him a rare moment of pleasure in an otherwise cruel world.

As the city fell behind us I realized there was one thing I couldn’t put off any longer. No matter how many serving wenches my husband tumbled behind my back I had to study the bond I had with him and learn to use it to my advantage. 

* * * *

After the day of riding I was looking forward to a decent night’s sleep. I was under Gabriel’s protection once we’d left the borders of Lord Nelson’s lands. I was nothing more than a woman on a horse. A second class citizen riding a man’s mount, at best.

My powers were no lesser for it, but even the mightiest of witches—and I was one of them—is no match for a band of armed men. So I had to pretend to be meek. I had to pretend I was hidebound by culture and little better than a servant. It rankled me to think of myself thusly. I couldn’t imagine what it must be like for most women, those without the gift to allow them to know they were more powerful than society viewed them. Then again, by having the gift I was alone. Normal women were as foreign and unimaginable to me as men were.

“Remember, My Lady, to follow my lead and behave accordingly,” Gabriel reminded me as we rode up to the gate that led into Fort Timberlake.

“Lay a hand on me and I’ll burn you, the town, and everyone in it to the ground,” I hissed back.

He jerked his head around, eyebrows raised. His expression returned to normal almost immediately, but I saw the look. I’d surprised him and even put a touch of fear into him. That was a good thing. As for my threat, yes, I could do it, but it would take a lot of preparation and probably consume me in the process. He didn’t need to know that.

I followed him into the small city. Fort Timberlake was surrounded by a wall made of hewn timbers, shaved to a point at the top. Fort Timberlake rested upon Southlake’s southwestern shore. To the north from there was a long stretch through wilderness barely tamed by civilization. Natives skilled at living off the land were hostile as often as not. Smaller kingdoms had been carved out of the land but they changed rulers every few years or were burned to the ground entirely. It was a dangerous land.

Gabriel led us to an inn. I was exhausted and sore from the riding and anxious for a bed. I’d spent as much time as the uncomfortable ride would allow reflecting on my bond with my unwelcome soul mate, I had many ideas on what I could do with it.

Dinner seemed like the longest of my life, and the least exciting given the bland nature of the rabbit stew. I’d given the inn keeper a nudge with my magic to ensure Gabriel and I weren’t sharing a room. In my room I removed my boots with a sigh and collapsed on the crude bed. It was miserable and while the inn keeper deserved a beating for giving it to me, I was too tired to care.

I was in the shadowy border realm of sleep when I felt Lord Nelson. He was at it again. Or perhaps I should say he as up for it again. I wondered just how strong the bond between us was. Could I send a jolt of energy through it that would leave his hair singed? All of his hair. Especially that hair.

But first I had to test my theories. I focused to push his energy into the background. With that done I pulled on the mystical link, immersing myself in it and tasting his essence. It left a foul taste in my mouth but I ignored that too. I lost myself in the link for a moment. It felt like I couldn’t breathe. I felt myself being squeezed, as though a giant hand was slowly crushing me

It cleared away, leaving me with an image that shattered my concentration. I fell out of my bed onto the floor, bruising my aching bottom. When I could breathe again I sat up, my hand on my chest as though it could slow the hammering in my chest. I’d just seen the face of my husband’s lover swept up in an ecstasy impossible to fake. It was my sister.

* * * *

“Bed not up to your standards?” Gabriel asked the next morning.

It would be so simple to light his boots on fire. A twitch of my fingers and the flames would lick up his leathers and roast him alive. Power had been raging inside of me all night, more than I could remember having available in a long time. I suppose I owed Gareth and Gwen some measure of thanks.

“We need to go,” I told him. I kept my throat tight, controlling my voice lest it rise into a shriek that would draw attention.

His eyes widened, he must have picked up on my tone. He nodded and silently added, “I’ll send for our horses to be readied.”

“I’ll do it myself,” I muttered, brushing past him and heading out the door of the inn.

Gabriel emerged from the inn a few minutes later. I stood watching a stable boy struggling to fit the saddle on Rothgar’s broad back. I hugged my arms to my chest in an effort to control myself. “Calm yourself,” Gabriel advised when he came to stand next to me. “There’s smoke rising off of you.”

It seemed my anger was warming more than just my body. I took a breath and forced a little of the tension out. It didn’t do much good.

“Was your night that bad? Do you pine away for Lord Nelson?”

I clenched my teeth tightly until the muscles in my cheeks began to tremble. The boy finished, drawing Gabriel’s attention. My forced companion checked the tethers and harness, and after a few minor adjustments he mounted the stallion then looked at me. “You’re slowing me down, witch.”

I hurried past him to my own stallion, feeling my cheeks burning even brighter. I hiked up my skirts and used the frustration to make mounting the horse an ease. I barely even felt the soreness I’d feared the day before.

We set out without further word, riding through Fort Timberlake as quickly as possible to the western gate. From there it was a short ride to a crossroads. We turned to the right, heading north and into lands best travelled with a full caravan or at least a squad of guards. Our hope was to use speed and stealth to cross the often inhospitable lands. Lacking that, Gabriel’s ferocity and my own talents would ensure anyone who tried to stop us would rue the day.

Nearly half an hour later Gabriel glanced over at me. “If it’s that bad I’d be willing to overlook you being a witch and all to help you take the edge off.”

That’s all it took. I heard him grunt when he hit the ground. Rothgar whinnied and spun away, spying his master and hurrying over to stand above him. The horse blocked my view of the man until he rose up with a curse. He shook his head and snarled at me, his teeth wide and sharp. He pushed the jaguar spirit aside, the whiskers and fur shrinking back into his skin. He looked down at his side, in particular the smoking hole in his fine shirt and the angry red skin visible through it. He roared and grabbed his shirt, ripping it off and throwing it to the ground.

When Gabriel’s eyes met mine I took the animal fury in his gaze and returned it. He would not intimidate me, not now and not ever again. “Keep your comments to yourself and pray I don’t strike you down for thinking them next time.”

He snarled again, then looked down at his chest. The redness was fading, only to be replaced by the discoloration of a spreading bruise. That would heal rapidly, Gabriel’s nature made all but the deadliest of wounds little more than a passing inconvenience. Without looking at me he stalked over to his saddlebags and pulled out a clean shirt.

“What was that?” he finally asked.

“Magic” I said. “Raw magic. There’s so much of it in me right now you’re lucky you didn’t land in Southlake.”

He barked out a laugh, one I suspected was more for saving face. I’d scared him, I was sure of it. It felt good, I hadn’t lashed out at anyone in a while. I could understand Lord Nelson a little better even if it sickened me to liken myself to him.

“If you’re done showing off, we’ve got many miles to go and like as not no inn worth staying at ahead of us.”

I nodded. “I’m not the one walking.”

He cursed and vaulted up onto Rothgar’s back. Without another word he snapped the reigns and sent the warhorse forward at a determined gait. My horse followed dutifully. Ahead and behind us the road was empty, a rarity in past days but now something that looked to be more common.

I cast my eyes up into the trees around us. My outburst had spooked the animals, sending birds and squirrels into hiding. I cursed inwardly. Having the eyes and ears of the forest would be helpful, especially the further from civilization we rode. I kept my wits about me, focusing on searching for woodland allies my magic could ensnare and use to set out a net to warn us of danger.

A few minutes into the effort I realized it served more than just to protect us, it also helped to keep me focused and in control of the rage that burned white hot in my belly.


Chapter 2

“My Lady, strength in numbers?”

I jerked in my saddle. I’d spent the day focusing on the wilderness and the animals, or at least I’d intended to. My thoughts strayed to less productive realms, even when I tried to rein them back in. I kept seeing Gwen’s face staring up at me, a mixture of rapture and wicked delight on it. The bond we shared as soul mates let me see briefly through his eyes. 

I didn’t know what to feel. Was it rage at my husband bedding my sister or was it hurt for how she betrayed me? Emotionally I felt no link with Gareth. The man was a tyrant and a power monger. He’d forced me to wed him as a means to an end, not out of love for me. In that respect I was no different than most other women. I was a possession to be used, owned, and if circumstances allowed, cast aside.

“My Lady?”

I’d drifted off into my own destructive thoughts again. I bit down on the curse and glanced at Gabriel. “What do you mean?”

“There’s a camp ahead and the day grows long. Would you like to join them? It would give us more eyes to keep watch for animals, bandits, or savages.”

I looked ahead and saw the men and horses milling about, tending a large campfire. I had no interest in being surrounded by a group of strange men. Perhaps it allowed for safety, or perhaps they would kill us in our sleep. Whatever their purpose, I wanted to be left alone to stew in my own thoughts. Other people meant distractions and conversations, even if I was only a woman. Even if they meant well they’d want to talk about me right in front of me as though I was a common wench available for the taking.

“No.”

My bodyguard offered a brief nod and nothing else. I rode on, wondering if the distance to the other world was enough to grant me escape from Lord Nelson and my magical ties to him.

We rode past the encampment. I heard them call out, inviting us to join them. Gabriel responded but I’d tuned them out. My thoughts were elsewhere once again. What had Nelson done that could coerce my sister into laying with him? No, not just letting him rut with her, but to enjoy such a union? I’d told her of the many horrible things he’d done to me and to others. How could she even pretend to enjoy his lustful affections?

“It’s near dark, we must camp,” Gabriel said, pulling me out of an even darker place than the forest we rode through.

I nodded and pulled my horse to a stop. I dismounted, a touch of magic softening my descent and scattering the leaves beneath me. My body ached from the ride and the lack of proper sleep. My mind remained sharp and from the bitter taste in my mouth alone I knew relaxing would not come easily.

I glanced at Gabriel as he tended to Rothgar. Perhaps that would be a message to send back to Lord Nelson. Force Gabriel’s grinning face into his vision while I let him ride me. I shook the thought away instantly. The thought of bedding Gabriel was nearly as bad as the fear of what Lord Nelson would do because of it. Gwendolyn’s life would be forfeit to start with and I couldn’t have that, regardless of whether she’d betrayed me or not.

Was it betrayal? Becoming soul mates was the most severe bonding, regardless of nation. With it came every facet of marriage. While men treated women as cattle, they were also forced by law throughout the realms to be faithful to them. It was uncommon but not unheard of that a man was dragged before Lord Nelson for breaking his marriage oath. The punishment ranged from disfigurement to death.  That Lord Nelson would do such a thing showed not only that he considered himself above the laws of his realm and others, but that he had no consideration for me whatsoever. That Gwen would willfully lay with Lord Nelson made the unimaginable betrayal that much worse.

“You going to stand there all night? It’s fine with me if you’d like to, I’ll let you take watch.”
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