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      Sir Vidar of Spearhead is too busy guarding the borderlands to bother with the headache of selecting a bride. Ordered to marry by the king, he plans to grab a woman and get back to the warfront, never to think of it again. That is until he meets the alluring Lady Karre with her teasing eyes, lush lips and irresistible ways.

      Known by many names, inter-dimensional thief Karre, has only one purpose—take down the company that ruined her life. When her luck runs out and she’s caught, Divinity Corporation condemns her to matrimony on a primitive, warrior-filled plane where Karre soon discovers there are worse fates than being prisoner to a man with insatiable appetites.

      Before long, days and nights filled with bliss becomes something neither expected, and when Karre is taken, Vidar is forced to confront emotions a battle-hardened warrior never expected to feel.
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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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          Prologue - Three weeks ago, Dimensional Plane 395, Adult Pleasure Centre VWH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Because right now, in this moment, she was their fantasy.

      

      

       

      Karre marched out on stage in red stiletto heels, a slinky dress, big grin and nothing else. She kept tempo with the hard, drumming beat of music. Men hollered, whooping their excitement just to see her. She smiled at them, looking over the crowd of heads. She could make them do anything—beg, buy, steal, kill—because right now, in this moment, she was their fantasy.

      Blonde hair piled high on her head, garnished with a string of diamonds and rubies some suitor had given her. It was a sweet trinket, one she might even keep, not that she would remember where the jewels came from. She traveled too much and had more important things on her mind.

      Karre turned slowly with her arms raised above her head. The hem of her short dress lifted to just below the curve of her ass. When her back was to the crowd, she bent forward. The cheering grew as the men got a peek of the naked treasure hidden beneath the clinging silver. What did she care if they saw her ass? Her pussy? Her breasts? They were just skin, flesh, a tool like any other. No matter how much they wanted her, they would never be able to touch her.

      On this dimensional plane of existence, humans cohabitated with humanoid creatures. The first time Karre saw a vampire sucking on the neck of a shifted werewolf, she’d nearly sprinted out of the room to find her wrist portal to flash out of there to another plane. The portable device looked like a large bracelet to most, but to Karre it was her sole means of survival.

      Necessity made her stay where she was. This plane was the easiest to get jewels on without resorting to thievery and the hard, shiny rocks were good for trade in nearly every dimension. Besides, not counting the dancing, being in Dimensional Plane 395 was like taking a vacation. With so many strange and different creatures, they never questioned anything she said and most were focused more on blood-drinking and pleasure-seeking.

      Being in a new dimensional plane was like being in your world, but only if had it evolved in a different way. To a point, there were many similarities. Languages, generally, were relatively similar, though for some reason the written word consisted of unfamiliar symbols. Some people looked the same, but were not the same people. Natural disasters and major human events were shared. Weather was the same and each place was still Earth.

      “I adore you, Sparkle!” a man yelled. “Marry me!”

      Karre turned to look over her shoulder at the crowd and winked. A plethora of large green horns, red flesh, reptile skin, webbed fingers, sharp fangs, and ridged flesh stretched out before her until the mass became a single entity flowing back and forth like a wave.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” the same voice answered her playful flirting. A rush of similar proposals followed the first, showering her in declarations of love. But she wasn’t fool enough to believe them. What they felt wasn’t love. It was lust.

      Karre knew their adoration for what it was and used it to fuel her dance. She twirled and wiggled, thrust her ass toward them, drew her hips in seductive circles, only to pause in a sexy pose in time with the music. Slowly, she undressed, peeling the slinky gown off her body. Several lights flashed, illuminating her from various angles, leaving no curve unseen.

      Just flesh. Just a means. Just another job. Just another plane and soon a distant memory.

      Her smile widened, as she knew this was her last dance, at least for this trip. The cheering rose, but she stopped listening. And then it was over. Karre held still, letting the dying notes find their silence before walking naked from the stage.

      “You were wonderful tonight, Sparkle,” a new dancer fawned. “The crowd loves you. I was wondering if you’d show me how to—”

      “Is he here?” Karre asked, stopping the woman from starting a conversation Karre didn’t have time for. It’s not like she could tell the truth—that all her dancing skill was someone else’s memories uploaded into her brain by a device she’d bartered for on another plane.

      “He’s in your room,” the woman answered, frowning slightly at having her question dismissed. “And he brought a large case. I think it’s full of gifts so you’ll consider his suit.”

      “Perfect,” Karre grinned. Taking a long robe the woman held out, she slipped it over her shoulders. “I don’t want to be disturbed.”
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        Two weeks ago, Dimensional Plane 154, Stac Lesh Mansion

        Because right now, in this moment, she was the help.

      

      

       

      Karre stared at her red, curly hair in the liquid-silver reflection wall. It had been pulled into a bun at the nape of her neck. The long skirt of the plain uniform and padded body suit did much to hide her figure under the thick gray wool. An apron, changed every time so much as a spot marred the pristine white, covered high over her chest and low to her knees. With the clothes and makeup to pale her face into an unimpressive mask, no one would look twice in her direction because right now, in this moment, she was the help.

      She had expected to keep her head down and do her job for months before coming back into this room. But in putting on the uniform, she became invisible. The rich people she worked for didn’t look in her direction twice. Well, that wasn’t necessarily true. When the wife was gone, the husband had looked at her more than twice. A big grin showcasing blacked-out teeth and a very inappropriately timed belch had changed his interest quickly.

      Karre reached to touch her reflection. Behind her, the rich baby’s room spread out like the entrance to a palace. Gilded ceilings etched with clouds, golden rays of light and ridiculously cheerful fat angels stretched above as white marble stretched below. It was cold and unwelcoming and more than any one person deserved.

      “Oh, wonderful, finally, help,” the rich wife said, sweeping into the room. Karre didn’t bother to learn the lady’s name. “Rich wife” was much easier to remember. The woman held her child under the arms, away from her chest, as if contact with the baby would somehow ruin her carefully planned outfit. “Which one are you?”

      “Brigitte, ma’am.”

      “Take Cinny,” the woman ordered. “Mommy needs time to collect herself.”

      Karre suppressed her groan of frustration at being interrupted and stood to dutifully take the child. She cradled the poor creature close and walked it toward the crib.

      “Sing to Cinny before you put her down,” rich wife ordered, standing before the liquid silver as she brushed at her clothes.

      Karre stopped walking. Sing? To the gurgling, wiggling mass in her arms?

      “Well, Brigitte?”

      “Mistress, mistress, let me come in,” Karre sang the only childlike-sounding song she could think of at the moment, pausing to clear her throat. “I have the pence if you have a quim.”

      “What a pretty tune,” the woman said. “I’ve never heard it. What does it mean?”

      “My dad sang it to my mom,” Karre answered, letting the memories she had uploaded into her mind take over her personality—Brigitte of the Fallen Women, a whore’s daughter raised in a brothel, adept at blending into new environments. She left off the word “once” before adding the lie, “I’m not sure what it means.”

      “Carry on.”

      “Mistress, mistress, I’m stiff as a pin. I need your…” Karre continued, lowering her voice as the woman left her alone with the gurgling, oblivious child. Stopping, she laid the baby down and said, “Sorry, kid, it’s the only song I knew the words to. But I guess it’s all right. I turned out just fine with lots of jewels and pretty things and you’re too little to understand what any of it means. You should be more worried about growing up in this place with that mom of yours. Now, if you just be good,” she paused and tucked a blanket around the infant’s body, “I’ve got a job to do.”

      Going back to the wall, Karre again reached for her reflection. She stepped forward, letting the liquid hit her hand. It stung, freezing cold in the warm room. For a moment, she hesitated, glancing back at the gurgling child. She thought about grabbing Cinny and taking the baby with her.

      “Sorry, kid,” she whispered, “even with that mother, you’re better off here.”

      It was a delicate balance—keeping her purpose in her mind while living out the personality and quirks of another—almost like having two people in her head. Karre’s hand met with the wall as she felt around, searching for the device she’d hidden. When her fingers met with a smooth, flat surface, she frowned. Putting a second hand to the wall she became frantic, sliding her palms in wide, searching arcs. Perhaps the adhesive she used had come loose. She bent her knees, crouching as she searched the bottom corner of the liquid reflecting wall. Her fingers were so cold it became hard to feel, but the molecular structure of the liquid kept the silver from trickling down her arms as it remained bonded to itself.

      Then, to her great surprise, warmth gripped her. A hand wrapped her wrist and jerked her forward. She was pulled through the wall, feeling the sting of silver before landing on a hard, stone floor. Gasping and shivering, she looked around the secret room. A wall of computing towers lined one side, next to three technicians silently typing away on their holographic keypads.

      “Lose something, Brigitte?” a man asked, coming close.

      Karre glanced up from the floor, “No, sir. I have nothing to lose.”

      “You are extraordinary.” The man laughed. Her eyes instantly took in the familiar insignia of the Divinity Corporation. “Finally, we meet.”

      Karre forced a grin she didn’t feel, letting him see her blackened teeth. Knowing what she looked like, she couldn’t help but wonder at his choice of words. Extraordinary? “I wasn’t aware we were destined to meet, sir. How lucky for me.”

      “I can assure you when I’m done with you, you won’t feel lucky.” The man leaned down, studying her face. He had the militant rigidity of a soldier, from the purposeful jerks of his body to the engraved frown lines around his mouth and eyes. His hard gaze bored into her, filling her with cold dread. She, or rather Brigitte, had seen that look in men’s eyes before. They were usually the kind to beat a prostitute the second they couldn’t get their pricks hard.

      “I’ve heard that one before,” she mumbled, pretending to be unimpressed.

      “I’m Director Tomes and…” He paused, lifting the small, wrist-wrapping device she’d been searching the liquid-silver wall for. Divinity had the only known source of top-secret inter-dimensional travel technology and they wouldn’t like the fact that someone had stolen it. “I have a feeling you know where I am from. It was very naughty of you to borrow our only portable jump prototype. Our scientists will be very interested in seeing how you got it to work. This device will make traveling to uncharted worlds much easier. No more carting around temporary portals. No more perfectly timed pickups from headquarters. No more rescue parties.”

      Less supervision so you can do more dark deeds, Karre silently added.

      “We’ll be able to explore planes at a much faster rate,” Tomes continued, as if it was a good thing.

      Just like an infectious disease.

      “Sorry, I’m not available for science lessons, but if you’d like to make an appointment, I’m sure I can fit you in,” Karre hummed in pretend thought, “uh, never.”

      “Oh, you’re going to be fun to break, my dear,” Tomes promised. “Talbert. Get her ready to go.”
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        One week ago, Dimensional Plane 25, Divinity Prison Hold

        Because right now, in this moment, she was in deep shit.

      

      

       

      “Sabina, Frannie, Marget, Sulon, Lo Li, Sparkle, Sunset, Twinkles, Saren, Mariska, Marisa, Ms. Pentafore, Lady Pentafore, Madam Pentafore, Domma Pentafore, Prima Pentaf—ugh.” Director Tomes sighed heavily, setting down his electronic clipboard. He leaned over, pressing his face close to hers to look into her eyes.

      The dank stone room surrounded her, smelling of stale air and dust and now the distinct odor of Tomes’ cologne—gun oil and sweat. Her throat tickled, had tickled for the last several hours, but she couldn’t cough, couldn’t swallow. Karre didn’t move. She couldn’t. All she could do was to try to block her thoughts from the director’s probing questions. Because right now, in this moment, she was in deep shit.

      “I’d be here for hours reading all your aliases. There are twenty-three Pentafores alone,” Tomes said quietly. Her eyes stayed fixed on him. Short black hair had been cut tight and neat to his head. Though wrinkles fanned from his eyes, his healthy physique gave him the appearance of youth and power.

      Director Tomes had her immobilized. Her arms had been tied, her legs cuffed with chains and a truth box affixed to her head. The device worked by inserting microscopic blades into her brain, causing the sensation of fire to explode into her skull. Internally connected to the machine, she knew exactly which images it pried from her thoughts. She heard and saw everything as it tried to project her secrets into holographic reality for the whole room to see.

      In theory, the box would project memories in response to the questions Tomes asked her. It tried to force the truth from the wearer’s mouth. In most cases, the device worked. In Karre’s case, she had told so many lies, lived so many lives, it couldn’t decipher her thoughts from her imagination.

      “Why don’t you just tell me who you are? End this suffering. We already know your real face, your real eyes, your real hair.” Tomes tucked a strand of her brunette hair behind her ear. “You’re such a pretty thing, too pretty to be caught up in this mess. Why don’t you end this? I’m really not a bad guy when you get to know me.”

      The last thing Karre wanted was to get to know Director Tomes.

      “You know most people have a seizure after having this,” he paused meaningfully and tapped the box, painfully jolting her head as he punctuated his words, “on for so long.”

      Karre forced herself to remember the time she’d roundhouse kicked an attacker in the side of the head. The image played out for Tomes. It was as close to a threat as she could manage without the ability to move or speak.

      Tomes stood, sighing heavily. “Fine, don’t give us a real name. Don’t tell us how you got the prototype to work. It doesn’t matter.”

      Karre repeated the memory.

      A tech arrived next to Tomes holding a clipboard and whispered into the director’s ear.

      Tomes turned a sharpened gaze on her and smiled wryly. “Clever, clever girl. I see you’ve been to Plane 23. No wonder our truth box doesn’t work on you. You do realize you are dangerously close to scrambling your brains each time you implant someone else’s stolen memories into your head.” He grabbed her face, squeezing it in his palms. “How often do you use it? Do you even remember who you are?”

      Karre fought the answer to that question as it tried to crawl out of the darkened corner of her brain. Yes, she used the memory implantation device, but only to help her stay in character when she went undercover. When she changed herself like that, the truth of her goals stayed, but it became buried in the thoughts and speech and look of another’s life.

      Mistress, mistress, let me come in. I have the pence if you have a quim.

      Brigitte’s bawdy, childhood song echoed through her mind and she knew the box played it for her captors. The memory of being a child, hidden in the closet while yet another man sang that song shot through her. The technician looked shocked. Tomes chuckled. Karre knew that it wasn’t really her childhood, but she felt the deadness of Brigitte inside her.

      “Where you’re going, you won’t need a name or a past,” Tomes said. “You’ll just be some man’s property. Where you are going, we’ll always be able to come and get you, but you will never be able to leave. Have fun in Staria, sweetheart. They’re going to love a feisty little thing like you and I guarantee they will put you up for a role you’ve never played.”
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          Undesignated Plane Number, Outside Battlewar Castle, Staria

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Because right now, in this moment, she was a little cramped for space.

      

      

       

      Play dead or fight her way out? As feeling slowly came back to her limbs, Karre tried to discreetly stretch her legs. Her thoughts ran rampant, some her own, some implanted. This part of the process, the coming down from the virtual drug of another person’s life, always made her feel a little crazy. She found it best to concentrate on the present during these times. It looked like playing dead was her best option. Running away might be a bit hard, because right now, in this moment, she was a little cramped for space.

      Two of Divinity’s henchmen dragged her behind them on the ground, carting her in a canvas sack on what felt like a flat board with two small, crooked wheels near her feet. Her body jolted painfully as she bumped over the rutted earth.

      Before they left, Karre had watched as Talbert and a couple of others dressed in primitive clothing—long, loose, threadbare tunic shirts over tighter brown pants and boots. Tomes’ team of scientists had time to study the prototype she had stolen from them, figuring out how to make it work, while she was busy playing maid.

      Sure, I do all the calibrations and they’ll claim it as their achievement. Too bad they don’t know the little secret about it yet.

      Their first unofficial, unsanctioned Divinity Corporation trip had been to take her to this strange, primitive plane—Staria. Out of the four-hundred-thirty-six dimensions on Divinity’s corporate-approved chart, she didn’t recognize this one as one of them. And Karre had pretty much seen them all and more. Unfortunately, she didn’t remember the jump since they’d knocked her unconscious.

      She wondered how human this reality was. Karre had seen a lot of things in her travels—crazed worshippers bent on human sacrifice, a tribe of women who only ate bugs, people who danced in circles at every sunrise. She’d even seen men who alternated wives daily, moving from home to home until no one knew who fathered a child. Each generation, the offspring would move to different villages to prevent gene contamination.

      Logically, she could assume most of the people in her current plane of reality had never even heard of dimensional travel or portals. Divinity wouldn’t want her dead in case they decided later that they needed her—whether it was to get her help with the portal device or to try her for crimes not yet known. And what they didn’t know about her activities was quite a lot.

      Karre bit her lip. Just to see if it would work, she rocked her body as she hit a hard bump, trying to fall off the makeshift cart. She barely made it a quarter turn before a rope jerked her back into position.

      So much for escape.

      Watching yet another large horse pass by the small hole she had managed to work into the canvas sack, she frowned. Servants carted water along unpaved roads. The sound of voices mixed with the clomping of hooves and the squeaking of carts. Natural light and even more natural smells surrounded her. No motors ran, no flying machines squealed, no electrical hums resounded constantly in the background. Staria was as primitive as could be imagined.

      Well, that’s not exactly true. There was that one plane that had nothing but furry monkey men throwing dung at me. What a mistake in dialing that one was.

      Karre snorted at the memory before she could think to stop herself.

      “She’s awake.” She recognized the whine of Talbert’s voice.

      “She’s not going anywhere, not strapped down like that,” the other captor answered. She couldn’t be sure who he was, but her best guess it was Talbert’s leering buddy, Winston. “We’re almost there.”

      “What if she screams?” Talbert inquired.

      “Let her. Look around. No one here will care. Why do you think they chose this place?” A boot nudged her hard in the back and low words hissed through the sack. “You hear that, thief? Scream all you want. We have papers here that will land you in Starian prisons for the rest of your life. Behave and you just may be allowed to roam free.”

      These men didn’t know her very well. Karre was not a scream-for-help kind of girl. She had gotten caught and she would get herself out of it. She didn’t need a do-gooder trying to save her. Besides, asking for help only meant you ended up owing someone. She would be beholden to none. Though being allowed to roam free sounded much better than being in a prison.

      Karre angled her head, inhaling deeply through the hole. The air was fresher than what she had in the bag and she took several breaths before again looking at her surroundings. The motion of her body stopped as her carriers halted in their progress.

      Two legs passed close by her peephole. She heard part of a conversation, said in a man’s laughing voice, “…your bride. You should be happy.”

      When she could again see, it was a full view of a masculine hip. Sunlight hit his crotch, outlining the gentle bulge in his tight black breeches. Instantly, she took in the details. Thick hand-stitching ran along the side of his thigh, ending at his narrow waist in tightly knotted laces. The muscles of his thigh flexed as his weight shifted. A strong hand fell down, revealing a scar over the back of his wrist, only to lift back up.

      “Duty demands I be here,” a deep, resonate voice answered the first. The sound sent a tiny quiver of chills over her body and she wondered if she was remembering someone else’s feelings. “I would much rather the king chose a wife of even temperament for me. Then she could be delivered to Spearhead and I would not have to leave my post. These ceremonies are a waste of valuable time.”

      “Why would you not seek to choose your own bride?” the laughing voice asked.

      “If the—” the deep, sexy voice answered. Karre’s body was jolted as the two henchmen began to walk once more.

      “Ah,” she whispered, curiously trying to listen to and watch the conversation. It was of no use. Her captors quickened their pace. She managed to get a fleeting glimpse of the man’s chest, but he turned his back to her and his face remained just out of view.
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      “I do not know why you look as if someone is forcing you by knifepoint to claim your bride. You should be happy.” Sir Oskar laughed, lifting his hand to wave at a merchant selling racks of dried meat near the edge of the marketplace. The merchant pointed at a slab of dark meat. Oskar waved again, holding up five fingers to indicate the quantity of his purchase without actually talking to the seller.

      Sir Vidar of Spearhead sighed, absently watching his friend order supplies for Spearhead Fortress. He placed his hands on his hips and glanced at a couple of men carting a pile of canvas on a slab of wood. They had ridden all the way to Battlewar Castle from the southern borderlands and Vidar determined that they might as well make full use of the trip. He gave a rueful smile, not repeating his thoughts out loud. Many of his people might disagree with him that fetching a bride didn’t make full use of a trip.

      Bright sunlight mixed with a warm breeze. It was a fine day to walk through the market. Permanent booths of the local tradesmen butted against the inner bailey wall, packed tight with merchandise. Off the main road through town, traveling merchants had set up horse-drawn carts side by side, and sold wares out of the back. They decorated them with brightly colored strips of material to draw the eye. The booths were clustered together to form narrow walkways impossible to pass through on horse, which was why Oskar and Vidar had abandoned their mounts within the inner gates to be stabled near Battlewar Castle.

      “If I appear cross it is only because I do not like the wasted time. Alas, duty demands I be here,” Vidar answered after a long pause.

      He dropped his hands, twisting to watch a woman with flowers dance and sing her way around them. She winked at first Vidar and then Oskar in invitation. Vidar smiled back automatically. Women were scarce in his world. Males became a necessity for battle 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.

      By the look of the woman’s escorts trailing behind her, she already had at least a couple husbands. If necessity demanded it, he would allow his wife to take another husband, but he would definitely be the first. Sighing, Vidar continued, “I would much rather the king chose a wife of even temperament for me. Then she could be delivered to Spearhead and I would not have to leave my post. These ceremonies are a waste of valuable time.”

      “Why would you not seek to choose your own bride?” Oskar asked, the humor still thick in his voice. His friend found much amusement in Vidar’s orders to find a wife and bring her back to Spearhead Fortress. Vidar had been one of the six chosen for the ceremony because of his position of power at Spearhead. To see their commander married would give hope to the people of his keep. To see a Starian leader married to the first batch of traded Divinity brides would give all Starians hope in the future.

      “If the Caniba attack while we are away, I might miss my chance to discover what Sorceress Magda is up to. We are so close. I can feel it in my bones.” He absently watched the cart being pulled away. The canvas moved and he frowned, wondering what it was they carted. He wasn’t really worried, just curious. All of Battlewar Castle had been designed for war, just like everything else in their land. If these men didn’t belong past Battlewar Town’s outer bailey wall, they would never have made it past the heavily guarded front gate.

      “I will have the supplies loaded and on the way back to the borderlands before you are done with the breeding ceremony,” Oskar assured him. “We can ride out as soon as you claim your woman.”

      “Good.” Vidar nodded. “Send some of the men a half-day’s ride from here to put up a tent for my bride. With such a quick departure, I will give her whatever comfort I can while we travel—at least the first night.”

      “Do you think these otherworld women will understand our ways?” Oskar asked.

      “A woman is a woman,” Vidar answered indifferently. “The gods will give me what they give me. The king showed me the trade agreement. The women must be able to bear children, be in good health, able to do their duty and will know their place. What do I care if they are born in Staria, or are brought through the fairy rings from distant lands, or are traded for with Divinity aliens from another plane of existence? So long as she is not our enemy…” He shrugged, waving his hand in dismissal of the subject.

      Okay, so a part of him wanted a bride, but for purely sexual reasons—someone soft and sweet, someone strong and silent, not too pretty, not too bold, not too needy and not too demanding of his time. He had maids to clean his home, cook his food, sew his clothes, but they were all married and off-limits. What he didn’t have was a woman to warm his bed.

      Vidar had much to give a wife. He was a strong warrior, a capable provider. He had the skills and means to protect his woman, and he lived close to the battlefront with many opportunities to bring honor to his name. “You order the supplies and pay the coin. I’m going to the castle to ready myself for the ceremony.”

      “It is not until tomorrow,” Oskar teased. “How much readiness does a man need?”

      “Off with you,” Vidar grumbled good-naturedly. With that, he left the market and made his way toward the center of the city to a shorter inner wall that encircled the castle, including the exercise yard where the knights trained, a small chapel, and the stables. Several of the soldiers lifted their hands in greeting but didn’t stop him. He didn’t want to talk to anyone right now. Seeing the two strange men with the cart hauling their sack toward the servants’ entrance, he turned in the other direction.
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      The moment Karre sensed the busy streets were well behind them, she began to squirm inside the sack. She reached for the peephole, tearing it open with a loud rip. She had heard their plan to take her into the servants’ entrance of a castle and knew that if she wanted to escape, now would be her chance. Who knew what kinds of horrors awaited her inside this Battlewar Castle? It wasn’t like Divinity had to operate under any kind of humanity laws. Her first thought was she was being sold as a sex slave. She never really made it to a second thought.

      “Stop her,” Talbert yelled to his companion. His red face looked more like a natural condition than the result of the excursion to the castle. Karre bucked up from the cart, ignoring her pained muscles. Like a feral cat, she leapt, striking out with her fingernails. The crashing weight of her body had more effect on him than her hands as he fell back in surprise. Her limbs ached and she didn’t get up as fast as she would have liked. Spinning, she found the thick-jowled Winston fumbling with a vial and injector. They’d planned on drugging her again to keep her compliant.

      With the cart between them, he could not stop her as she darted into the narrow castle door. Not stopping to consider her route, she ran, turning corner after corner. The long white, shapeless gown covering her body hampered her legs and she jerked the skirt up. At first, she heard the henchmen behind her. It only made her run faster.

      It was dumb luck that she managed to run unseen through the maze-like halls. As the sound of pursuit faded, she slowed, trying to get her bearings. Her bare foot stepped on a stone and she gasped, half hopping, half jogging as pain radiated up from her arch. The blue-gray stone walls and minimal decorations made it hard to track where she was going. Wooden doors were spaced evenly on each side with lit torches burning brightly in between.

      When the pain didn’t lessen, she was finally forced to stop and lean against the wall to check on the injury. The stone had punctured the delicate flesh. Frowning, she realized she had left a blood trail on the cold stone behind her.

      Careless. Very Careless. Shit.

      Unexpected movement caught her eye and she gasped, dropping her foot. It was too late. A man walked around the corner, crashing into her. Initially, she thought it was one of the guards and made a move to strike. The man grabbed her wrist with lightning fast reflexes, stopping her blow before it even began.

      “Hold,” he ordered.

      Karre blinked in surprise. That voice, a stranger’s yet oddly familiar. It was the man she had watched through the peephole. Her breathing deepened and her heart quickened. She wasn’t prepared for the reaction and she found herself staring at his broad chest. The smell of him captured her senses. He was earthy, fresh, like the wind through a forest. Heat radiated up her arm from the firm grasp. Her eyes trailed down to that hand, seeing the scar along his wrist. It confirmed what she already knew.

      His simple linen over-tunic fell loose to his hips, not covering the pants she had admired earlier. His arms were left bare—thick, muscular arms. A black tattoo wrapped around his upper bicep, the lines bold and confident just like she imagined the man to be.

      She bit her lip and pressed her legs tightly together. Firelight danced over his flesh, illuminating every dip, curve and puckered scar. She found her gaze going to the bulge between his thighs—strong thighs surrounded a thickening cock. A woven belt wrapped loosely around his waist, holding a sheathed knife. Her hand flexed and she forcibly stopped herself from taking the belt in hand. Opposite the short blade, his sword hung from a shoulder scabbard that crossed his chest.

      “You are dressed as a bride.” The statement was simple and matter-of-fact.

      Karre blinked, looking up at his face, almost afraid to see the man who went with the voice. Hazel brown eyes met hers. Yellow flecks ringed the iris and spread out like little starbursts in his eyes. Lids lowered in an almost animalistic way.

      “I’m dressed as a…” Karre frowned, comprehending the word. “Bride?”

      Did he say bride?

      “I thought you were to stay in the…”

      Blend in, Karre. Do not draw attention to yourself. Be what you need to be.

      Karre cut off his words, placing her hand over his scarred wrist as the sound of running feet came from behind. “Please, hide me.” The words were purposefully breathy and meek. Big strong men usually liked their women mild-mannered and controllable, so she went with it. She lowered her eyes, letting her lashes fall and her lips tremble. “Please, don’t let them hurt me.”

      The hand on her tightened. The man glanced back and forth down the hall. “Come with me.” He ushered her into a nearby room, quietly closing the door behind them.

      Karre leaned her ear to the door, unable to help smiling at the sound of two henchmen running past. Pushing away from the wood, she turned. “Thank you.”

      His narrowed eyes watched her for a moment before turning his attention to the door. “Are you in trouble? Who are those men? Are they—?”

      “We should stay here,” Karre interrupted. She took quick inventory of the room. It was a sleeping chamber complete with trunk, small bed and a disturbing amount of weaponry hanging on the wall. “Just for a little bit until they’re gone.”

      “Who are—”

      “You were saying something about a bride? You’re here to get married, right?” She kept her eyes wide and innocent, all the time taking in every detail of his reaction. Pulling at her waist, she discreetly drew the material so it pulled snug to her chest and hips. The motion had the desired effect. The man’s eyes went to her breasts.

      “Yea, I am one of the firsts. The king has ordered me to the ceremony to choose a bride.” His breathing deepened.

      “Choose? You don’t know who you will pick?” How peculiar.

      “No. I do not.” He shook his head in denial as the tip of his tongue appeared along the bottom edge of his mouth. “I do not have an understanding with a woman. I will choose who the gods will me to.”

      “Who the gods will you to?”

      “Yea. I am told that those men who do not have an understanding with a woman are filled with an urge by the gods during the ceremony. In that moment, they know who to choose.”

      An urge? Is that what they’re calling it nowadays?

      She tried not to laugh. Karre found herself looking at his mouth with lips so full and firm. She bet he could kiss a woman breathless. How long had it been since she’d been kissed? Two months? Five? Ten? Twenty? Days ran together, blending into months and years. Logic and reason told her now was not the time to fulfill her neglected lust. Now was the time to keep a level head and make good an escape. Now was the time to find a portal out of there.

      Logic and reason were very poor defenses against lust.

      “So tonight is your last night as a free man?” She licked her lips so they would glisten.

      “No, I am not to be imprisoned.” He frowned, confused.

      Karre did laugh that time. She took a bold step for him. Why not give in to her base desires—if the desires were really hers and not some residual impulse from someone else’s implanted emotion. Remembering how Brigitte wasn’t really interested in men, she pushed all echoing thoughts from her mind. Tonight was hers, no one else’s.

      Karre needed to bide her time before going back out into the hall and what better way than with a virile hunk of a man? It wasn’t like she would see him again. It wasn’t like sex with him would compromise any objective. “I meant your last night free from the bonds of an arranged marriage.”

      “Then tonight is your last night free as well,” he returned. “Your clothing indicates that you are to be a chosen bride.”

      Karre didn’t care what her outfit said. She would be no man’s bride. “Perhaps no one will choose me.”

      He laughed. His entire body shook with the force of it. “No bride has ever gone unchosen.”

      “Hm.” She kept her expression steady, not finding the same humor he did in the idea of her future as a Starian wife. “Then we should not waste our last night of freedom talking.”

      “You are part of Divinity’s trade agreement,” he said, as if suddenly understanding her strangeness. “Forgive me, I should have realized since only women from the trade agreement are going to be at this ceremony. That is why you speak so strangely. You are not from Staria.”

      “Trade agreement?” Interesting. Very interesting. Though hardly surprising. Nothing about the corporation surprised her anymore. With an actual Divinity trade agreement in place there would have to be portal travel to and from this world. Director Tomes might want her to believe she was dumped on a primitive plane to be forgotten, but where there was a portal, there was a way out.

      “Yea.” He nodded. “You are here in trade for the blue mineral water that runs in our underground springs.”

      “Am I?” She arched a brow, listening closely. Perhaps a quick romp wouldn’t be the only thing she got from his warrior man.

      “I am happy to see you do not look pale and weak like the first of your people to arrive. I have heard stories from the men who were there that day when the Divinity aliens first approached us in the midst of battle. We almost slaughtered them where they stood for being allies to the Caniba.”

      “The Caniba?” She licked her lips again, surprised by his forthcoming conversation.

      “Our enemy. They are a dishonorable, disgusting people who eat the flesh of men and think only of pleasing their overlords. The most deadly of which is Sorceress Magda. Her army drinks the poison of snakes and would follow her orders into a pit of fire to be burned alive.” His face darkened into a temperate rage and he looked past her.

      Karre grimaced. The man surely knew how to kill a seductive mood. Didn’t he realize she was flirting with him? “Surely they are not so bad as all that.”

      “And worse,” he swore. His eyes practically sparkled with the passion of his convictions. “There is no peace with the Caniba, only war. It is my self-given task to discover where the sorceress’ encampment lies and I will gladly die for that information, for it will be a great victory for my people. I believe I am getting closer. We suspect she is in the Hanging Forest, very near Spearhead Fortress. That is where I live.”
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