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On a sunny spring morning, Roseline snuck out of her father’s castle, saddled her pony, and took off for a clandestine rendezvous with the stable boy. The snow that had blanketed the meadow all winter had melted, leaving sodden ground dotted with early wildflowers. Beyond the expanse of new green lay the forested mountains that yielded the meager wealth of the kingdom: timber, furs, and nuts.

On the far side of the meadow, Roseline dismounted at the edge of a stand of fir trees and led the pony through a gap. The light dimmed, cut off by the masses of needles, and the temperature fell. Her heart beat fast with a delicious sense of anticipation. 

A hand clamped over her mouth from behind. Adrenaline jolted through her. A hot breath brushed against her cheek and a masculine voice murmured in her ear, “Now I have you in my power.”

Roseline clawed the stable boy’s fingers away from her mouth. “Audric, you scared me half to death, sneaking up on me like!”

Fists on her hips, she faced him. They were almost the same age and her clothing was in no better shape than his, although her boots were of finer quality.

“Come on, can’t you take a joke?” Spots of color darkened his cheeks.

“You could have been a bandit, an outlaw—anybody!”

“I’d never let anything happen to you—don’t you think I can protect you?”

Her irritation faded at his bantering tone. She answered him in the same manner. “Maybe you’re the one I need protection against.”

“I didn’t imagine that you liked it.”

Roseline liked being kissed by him, but she wasn’t entirely certain whether what she enjoyed was the kiss itself or the delicious sense of doing something her father would disapprove of.

“I might need a reminder... Of course, you’ll have to catch me first.” With that, she darted around the pony, putting the beast between them.

Audric lunged after her, but she danced away. When he changed directions, so did she. Back and forth they went, until they were both laughing, anticipating each other’s next movement as if they were partnered in a Solstice Festival dance. Finally Audric grabbed hold of the pony’s saddle and vaulted over its back. He landed on his feet in front of her.

When he reached out, she allowed him to draw her into an embrace. Unlike when they’d first kissed in the hayloft last summer, she knew what to expect. His lips felt dry at first, then wet. She closed her eyes, the better to focus on the sensation. His mouth moved over hers.

Audric drew her even closer and slipped one hand around the back of her neck beneath the heavy coil of her hair. The touch sent shivers through her. Her own breath quickened. She held him as firmly as he did her.

“Oh, Roseline...” Audric burrowed his face in the side of her neck and kissed the tender skin there. He was now breathing as fast as if he’d just run all the way here from the house. One hand caressed her breasts and the other moved to cup her buttocks. “How wonderful it will be when we’re wed.”

Wed? Blessed Mother, is he asking me to marry him?

In a flash, Roseline perceived that was exactly his meaning. How could she have been so stupid not to have seen it? He wanted her in bed, certainly, but the bed he wanted was her own, in a warm room in the house instead of the stables, with soft woolen blankets, meat at dinner, a fine knife to carry, boots of good leather, and maybe a horse to ride instead of simply mucking out its stall.

Why not? At this rate, she was going to end a spinster, living off the charity of her family. She was pretty enough, and willing to work hard, but nobody wanted a penniless bride. Nobody who could bring any benefit to her family, that is.

And she would be forever known as the daughter who married a stable boy because she could not control her impulses. It would break her father’s heart. And for what? She and Audric could barely hold an ordinary conversation of more than a few sentences.
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