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Chapter One

“I have never killed for
sport,” Omar said coldly to the man he had thought might be his
father-in-law. “Nor for gain. I am a man of honor. And my
intensions toward your daughter are honorable. I am a warrior--not
a murderer. I have protected myself and my family with the skills I
have mastered.”

“But …. You just said that
you earned the bride price by fighting as a mercenary! That is
blood money! And beyond that, I see no way that you could protect
my daughter if you must be off fighting to earn the wherewithal to
provide for her!”

Omar’s lips tightened. He narrowed his
eyes at the bastard, enjoying a brief fantasy of snatching his
sword from its scabbard and removing his head from his shoulders.
He had said to the stupid bastard that he would give up soldiering
and take up farming to provide for his family.

Was he deaf?

Or was it only that he
thought he was
incapable of acquiring the skill of farming when he had by gods
mastered that before he was enslaved by Lord Cha’lin to be trained
as a warrior!

He was no beggar, by the
gods!

And beyond that, his
daughter was no fucking prize! She was plain and she was lazy and
spoiled. Very likely he would not have gotten a son from her loins
anyway, he told himself as he turned from the bastard and stalked
down to the hitching post to claim his lapin.

He turned to glare at the bastard once
he had mounted his beast, more furious at himself by that time than
the stupid bastard.

He had been willing to settle for a
woman he had no desire for--only because of his desperation to have
what had been torn from him as a child--a home and
family.

And the bastard had
spurned him as if
he was not
worthy!

It was a very good thing that he was
not the monster they all thought, else he would slaughter the lot
of them for the insult and burn their cottage to the
ground!

Dismissing it after a long moment, he
turned the beast toward the main road of the village and headed out
toward the campsite he and his brother, Otek, had set up when they
had expected to linger in the place long enough to woo a
female.

* * * *

Otek had reached the edge of the
village before he managed to slough off enough of his anger to
consider his surroundings--a dangerous state of mind for a warrior
of any note. And he was considered a fighter of considerable
stature having been trained in warfare by the captain of Lord
Cha’lin’s men-at-arms. And considered by Cha’lin to be one of his
best.

Until the bastard had decided he had
reached an age where he no longer was and retired him.

He dismissed that.

Regardless of what his former master
thought, age had not slowed his honed reflexes. He was still an
exceptionally skilled warrior--one few were stupid enough to
consider challenging.

And those skills were second nature
after all the many years he had fought. If there had been any
threat, he would have instantly responded.

He struggled to dismiss his pique that
had brought him to that state, as well, but that was harder to set
aside.

Not that he had been completely
enamored of the female he had gone to court as a mate.

Or, in fact, smitten at
all.

He had merely thought she would
do.

Because he had not found, or heard,
anything strongly negative about her that put him off of the notion
of filling her belly with his child and then having to deal with
her forever afterward--or at least until he had reared his
off-spring.

If he felt no particular thrill at the
idea of putting his seed in her belly, he at least was not repelled
at the thought.

She was not especially comely--to
him--or clever--or skilled in any of the arts of hearth tending
since her proud papa was inclined to spoil her--according to local
gossip--provided her with a servant to do most of her chores for
her.

What had thoroughly pissed him off was
the fact that her father had declined even to consider his suit,
pointing out that he had nothing to offer a mate beyond his skill
as a warrior--no land or abode to take her to. And that being the
only means of support he could provide, he would have to leave her
in order to provide for his family.

So he could not offer even his skills
for her protection when he must leave her alone to earn their
keep.

And when, he thought angrily, had he had
time to acquire these things when he had been Cha’lin’s slave since
he was barely ten summers? And what would have been the point when
he had no woman and no off-spring and would not have been allowed
to tend any holdings if he managed to acquire them?

Slowing the
lapin he was riding, he
debated whether he should just keep going until he reached the
place where he and his bond brother, Omar, had been camping or wait
for Omar. He thought it was very likely, whether Omar had had
better luck than he had had with his chosen or not, that he would
be headed back before long regardless and finally decided to settle
in the shade of a copse of trees to wait.

As it happened, he had
barely had time to picket the lapin
and settle before he heard someone coming at a
fair clip along the highway. Standing to take a look, he saw it was
Omar.

As thoroughly pissed off
from the scowl he was wearing as he
had been if Otek was not mistaken.

“Well shit,” he muttered,
but he moved back to his own lapin, untied it and
mounted.

It took a bit to catch up to Omar once
he’d gathered himself and maybe he would not have except Omar heard
his approach and slowed to see who was behind him.

His expression was not particularly
welcoming even when he seemed to recognize him. “You had no luck
with your chosen either?” Otek observed when he was close enough to
ask without shouting.

Omar’s lips tightened. “Her father
declined my offer,” he said tightly.

Since that was almost identical to his
own reception, Otek’s anger resurrected itself when it had only
just begun to cool. “Leda’s father said to me that he was already
considering the offer of a farmer for his daughter and he thought
that man was better suited to the daughter of a farmer.” His anger
mounted over the other comment the bastard had made. “And he was
young enough to breed strong sons on her.”

Omar grunted.

It was likely an agreement--of
sorts--but then Omar was never much for conversation.

They had been ‘discouraged’ from it
from the time they were taken as young boys into training as
warriors, but then he was still rather fond of talking despite that
so it was hard to say that it was entirely due to the beatings. He
thought Omar was simply inclined toward reticence and the
discipline meted out over the years had reinforced that natural
reserve.

“What now?” he asked after
a few moments. “I confess, as much as I would like to have a mate,
I grow weary of the search. Mayhap we should consider other
possibilities?”

Omar looked down his nose at him. “I
do not expect to find a maiden. I am no longer a young man. But I
am not fond of the notion of taking a prostitute as my woman.” His
mother had been a good woman. He wanted a good woman to mother his
off-spring.

Otek sent him a ‘look’ since they had
both only just come from trying to barter for a young bride--since
the objective beyond the comfort of a woman was to breed sons if it
was possible--but there was no point to mentioning that when they
had had no luck--again--in that endeavor. And it had begun to seem
likely they would neither of them find a woman at all that was
acceptable to them.

One, he thought, would do if they
could not manage to acquire one each, but none was completely
unacceptable. There were whores a plenty to slake their needs, but
they could not build a home and family without a woman to breed for
them and tend their hearth.

“I saw a notice that there
will be a slave auction in Gilet on nunes next. That is only three
days’ time. We have accumulated enough to pay a bride price. We
could take that and find a woman there. At least
then it would only be a
matter of paying for the woman. They will not know or care that we
were warriors in service to Lord Cha’lin. And a slave woman cannot
object to servicing us and breeding for us.”

It would still matter to any woman who
knew who he was, Omar thought angrily.

If he bought a breeder, however, he
might beget a child on her and it did not matter how willing she
was.

Otek’s suggestion had merit. Slaves
had no choice.

And no fathers to object.

Neither he nor Otek had ever had a
choice. They did as they were told or they died.

Or their family died.

In their case, they had
done as they were told and their families had still died.

* * * *

The evening had set in by the time
they neared their camp, and yet there was still sufficient light to
see a trap had been set for them. There was a band of highwaymen
waiting in the shadows of the woods near the place where they had
been camping. It was to Omar and Otek’s advantage that they were
both still pissed off about their reception to what had been
honorable and honest offers for the daughters of the houses they
had visited. Both were in the mood to expend their disappointment,
well armed, as always, and well trained even if they had been
distracted.

Outnumbered significantly as it
happened, but neither of them were especially perturbed about that.
And, in point of fact, Omar, who noticed first, snatched his sword
from the scabbard, bellowed a challenge, and charged before the
marauders even burst from cover.

Otek was moments behind him, but he
had his sword at the ready when Omar engaged.

He did not have time to count them
before they were in the thick of a battle, but there were three men
jostling for positions with Omar almost before he could position
himself to guard Omar’s back and two men had launched themselves at
him.

It was not a prolonged
battle.

Omar took down the first two men in
one swipe of his sword, beheading the first and removing the sword
arm of the man on his other side. Unfortunately, his sword hung up
in bone and the third man managed a thrust that pierced Omar’s
shield almost five inches before Omar was able to retrieve his
blade and remove the arm holding the sword at the elbow and
returned with a thrust that gutted the man.

Otek wounded both of the men who had
engaged him, but only one of the two was wounded badly enough to
disengage and turn to flee. The second managed to cut an arc across
Otek’s chest before he died, cutting deeply enough that darkness
began to swarm Otek fairly quickly from blood loss. He still
managed to shake off encroaching darkness and wound a third. Omar
finished with his own opponents and took out the last man hacking
at Otek and trying to get past his shield and then looked for
another challenger, spied the man in full retreat, and spurred his
beast after him.

Otek dragged in a sustaining breath,
wiped the blood from his eyes and visually checked the brigands
that had attacked them. There was a couple he thought that might
have survived the battle. With great effort, he climbed down to
check them and finished off the only one that was still
breathing.

Omar returned. “Did you ask them if
they had specifically targeted us?”

Otek stared up at him. “You think they
were waiting for us?” he asked blankly.

Omar frowned. “It did not seem strange
to you that they would attack two well armed warriors? That so many
would be waiting on this road when the village is a very poor one?
This is not a well traveled road and we do not look like
merchants--wealthy or otherwise.”

Otek thought that over. “I did not
think of that. I have dispatched the last of them.”

Omar uttered a deep sigh. “Well we
will get no answers now. Very likely it was the bastards that
fathered the vixens we went to court--or one at least. Or they had
gotten the notion that they could deprive us of the bride price we
were carrying.”

“No asking now,” Otek
agreed and then fell toward the ground like a felled
tree.

Getting down with an effort, Omar
approached his bond brother and examined him for injury and then
rolled him over. There was a slash across his chest, he discovered,
that had cut through his leather armor and made two shallow cuts
perhaps a hand width long at either end. Both appeared to have bled
fairly profusely, but, luckily, they had stopped bleeding freely
and begun to merely ooze.

He dug in Otec’s pack for
the wherewithal to patch the cuts and then bound the flesh
together. Then he lifted Otek and tied him to his
lapin since he was still
insensible.

They could not afford to
linger--Unfortunately. It would be their word against the dead men
if they were found together and there were few who were prone to
looking with favor upon Lord Cha’lin’s warriors--especially those
like themselves who had been ‘retired’ because Lord Cha’lin
considered they had outlived their usefulness.

And it was typically the retired who
provided for themselves as highway men.

* * * *

Right up until he had spotted the
woman, Omar’s mind and heart had been divided.

He had not liked to leave Otek when he
was ill from his wounds--recovering, but still not well enough to
travel, and that worried him that his brother might be too ill to
defend himself if he was set upon again.

Not that the inn where he had left him
did not seem as safe a place as Otek might be left to recover. And
he knew it would be better to allow him to rest and recover than to
resume their trek so soon, but he still did not like it.

Since the time when they had been
taken to be trained as warriors, it had only been the two of them
to watch each other’s back--and they were fortunate to have that
much since very few of those stolen from their families
did.

Not that Otek
actually was his
brother in the sense that he was born of the same
parents.

They had become blood brothers--bonded
in a way he had not been with his actual brothers.

But he considered Otek his brother and
he was convinced it was mutual.

They looked out for one
another.

He thought it was likely the reason
they were both still alive. They’d protected one another until they
had reached the maturity and level of fighting skills that they had
far less need of one another in that sense.

Then it had been, mostly, a matter of
habit, he supposed.

He still could not fathom why he had
allowed Otek to convince him to leave him and go to the auction to
find women for them.

In all truth, he had very little
interest in acquiring one anymore.

There were whore houses and whores
aplenty to attend his needs. And he had the money to pay for one
when he had need he could no longer ignore.

They would not provide them with a home and family,
however.

And he still yearned for one--as angry
as he was that he had not been able to acquire a woman by courting
any of the females that had caught his eye.

Very likely that was behind his
weakness in yielding to Otek’s insistence and, once he had set out,
his mind had been divided between his lingering anxiety over Otek
and the beginnings of hopefulness that he would find a woman for
each of them once he reached the auction.

He felt his hopefulness over finding a
woman at last wane when he got his first good look at the creatures
in the cages. They were next door to naked and undoubtedly females.
But they were strange looking--tiny, scrawny things that were
clearly not of his tribe--even though they were almost startlingly
similar.

He looked anyway, realizing as Otek
did that the auction was their last and only possibility of finding
a woman.

And because he was … as fascinated by
the look of them as he was … put off by it.

Or maybe just unnerved that they
looked so … fragile? And he was a great hulking brute--and a man of
war besides--not accustomed to handling delicate things.

And it occurred to him, forcefully,
that it would take very little to injure one of them and he was not
convinced he could be gentle enough not to cause harm.

And yet he knew the woman he wanted as
soon as he caught a glimpse of her.

Not in his mind. That froze just as
his body seemed to turn to stone.

It was like a blow to his
chest.

She knocked the breath out of
him.

He had told himself that it did not
matter if the woman he bought was particularly comely. Fat or thin,
very young or an older, mature female—as long as she could
breed—sweet tempered or a shrew, clever or simple—an ugly beast
like himself would do if she looked to be a good
breeder.

He had been taken from his family when
he had just attained manhood. He had told himself when he had
served his lord he would return to them—if he survived long
enough.

Only to discover they were gone when
he was at last discarded to make his way in the world when he had
not been anything but a warrior since childhood.

He was nearly inconsolable at that
discovery. The realization that he would never see any of them
again in his lifetime when that was what had been his lodestone for
so many years was so unbearable at first that he considered joining
them for a time.

It was almost worse when he had
decided that he would make his own family.

Then he discovered he did not have
sufficient funds saved up to pay the bride price for a woman young
enough to breed.

He was forced to spend several years
more as a mercenary to raise enough for what he wanted.

Then he discovered his reputation as a
warrior did not endear him to the people he thought that he had
spent his life protecting.

They feared him.

They respected his prowess as a
warrior.

But he was not welcomed into the
families of the young women he tried to woo—whom he discovered were
terrified of him—or desirable to the mature women looking for a man
for that matter.

He was a warrior—lauded when he was
fighting—feared as a killer when he was not.

Useless for the life of a
farmer.

That had stunned him and then angered
him so that he began to plot a way to get what he
wanted.

The solution was not terribly
palatable.

He could buy a slave woman.

He might convince a prostitute to
settle with him to make a family, but he was not thrilled with the
notion that he might end up raising another man’s get. He wanted
his own bloodline.

And then he had
seen her and
everything inside of him had been instantly riveted to
her.

He had struggled with it.

He had made himself study each female
that he might buy with an eye to breeding her and keeping her to
raise his young.

There were many that were pretty, that
made his dicks hard, but it was not as powerful as his reaction to
the one he’d glimpsed.

He was certain, in fact, that when he
saw her better he would feel as indifferent towards her as all the
others.

But that was not the case.

He was more drawn to her the closer he
got, the better he could see her, until he was convinced he could
detect her delightful, delicate scent.

It played with his mind.

But he could not shake it. The longer
he watched her, the more certain he was that this one was perfect
for him.

He knew as soon as he approached the
pen where she was held that he had been right, that he had not
misled himself. He wanted her and no other--wanted her so
powerfully that he could scarcely think straight--or at
all.

He had watched in dismay and growing
anger as other males seemed to be drawn to her, hung over her for a
time, studying her covetously, and finally moved on.

He would have a good deal of
competition, he realized—not happy about that at all.

He had hoped that he could buy a woman
and still have the coin left to build a small farm like the one he
had grown up on.

This one was likely to take every cent
he had and the money Otek had given him to buy a woman for himself,
as well.

But what was the point of the farm
without a female to breed young ones?

He would need sons to help
him—daughters to help their mother.

Someone to pass his life’s work on to
when he passed.

He was certain if he had not seen this
one he would have been satisfied with most any of the
others.
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