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  Prologue


  
    
  


  Once, the kingdom stood united.


  It was strong then, strong enough to stand against invaders who sought to break it apart and seize parts of the whole as their own. The four races of shapeshifters fought together, died together, and emerged victorious.


  It wasn’t until later, when the threats had died, that the kingdom fell apart. With no one to fight, no one purpose to unite them, they began to fracture.


  And then they began to fight one another.


  The four nations warred for generations, until the High Lord of the Plains and the High Lord of the Woods chose to put aside past grievances, though wolves and lions have ever been natural enemies. Together they brought peace to their people, and commanded their most trusted generals, the First Warlords, to help them drive the armies from the mountains and the navies from the seas back to their own territories.


  Brutal war reigned for years, but the new alliance emerged victorious. The High Lords and First Warlords parted as brothers and returned to their own lands, where they sought to enjoy the peace they’d struggled so hard to secure.


  With no violence on which to feed the beast within, the First Warlord of the Forest intended to return to his solitary castle. He never imagined he’d bring a well-bred lady with him—one ignorant of the curse that had plagued his family for generations.


  


  Chapter One


  
    
  


  She was untouchable.


  The men who’d thought to try their luck were quickly turned away by her family’s lofty plans for her future. She was to wed the High Lord, of course, and no mere noble could hope to compete with that.


  Then the High Lord took another as his mate, and those men who had looked at her with covetous eyes began to wonder why. What fault had he uncovered, what infirmity did she bear?


  She was untouchable.
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  If he hadn’t already known madness ran in his family, Farran would surely suspect its presence now.


  Iloria walked beside him, every inch the perfect well-bred wolf. A torment, to have her so close, her sweet scent curling around him as they paced the endless corridors of his ancestral home. She was a beautiful creature, as out of place surrounded by the gray stone walls as a delicate flower on a battlefield.


  He’d been mad to bring a woman here, madder still to bring one so proper she’d been intended for the High Lord himself. They’d been home for a candlemark and he already wondered if he could send her away.


  That she was too polite to look as if fleeing was her fondest wish only made it more difficult. They’d walked too long in silence already. He had to speak before she thought him mute.


  “The castle has little in the way of decorations, but if you wish, you can add your own touches.”


  “Of course I shall.” She sounded grateful and entitled, all at once.


  Such a perfect lady. Ciar might have known how to handle her, but the High Lord was already mated to a wild woman who made his heart sing. Iloria would have to settle for him. “There are some things which should not be changed. The housekeeper can tell you what those things are.”


  She turned to him, dark eyebrows arched over dark eyes. “Should not be changed for what reason?”


  On some things he could not bend, not even for beautiful eyes. “Tradition, my lady. Tradition that must be respected.”


  “I see.” Her expression told him plainly that she did not, but she would obey just the same. “Will your housekeeper also explain how you prefer domestic matters to be handled? I’m told I shall have plenty of time left over from my social duties, so I can attend such things myself.”


  If she performed any social duties, she’d be the first lady of the castle to do so since his grandmother had passed away forty years before. The nearby village looked to them for protection, but only the bravest ventured forth for an audience with the lord of the castle.


  More might, if they knew Iloria’s smiling face would greet them instead of his severe frown. “To be honest, I’ve been so rarely at home that my staff has made all the decisions for me. Perhaps, now that I’m likely to be here for a time, you and I can come to a new consensus together.”


  She offered him a smile, tentative but genuine. “I would like that very much.”


  Oh, but she was dangerous. So bold in some ways, yet so shy in others. Young and untouched, as any woman hoping to mate the High Lord would surely be. The war had dragged on for many years, and his body ached at the thought of one of Iloria’s sweet smiles curving her lips as he touched her.


  Dangerous, indeed. Farran found it necessary to clear his throat as he urged her down the hallway again, though in truth he’d forgotten their destination. “Some find the castle’s layout perplexing, but it was designed as a defensive keep and expanded later.”


  “I’m sure I can manage.” Her pale cheeks colored, and she stared straight ahead. “Where are my rooms in relation to yours?”


  He shouldn’t answer. He did, regardless. “We share a wing of the castle.”


  “Oh.” If anything, she seemed relieved, not frightened.


  The knowledge shouldn’t have intrigued him. “Shall I show you now?”


  “Yes, please.” She hesitated, biting her lip. “I would speak frankly, if it suits you.”


  If she spoke frankly on the subject of bedrooms and beds, he might still terrify her. And yet, it was impossible to tell her no. “Of course.”


  “I accepted your offer of marriage with some...trepidation.”


  His chest ached. “I imagine so.”


  Her blush returned. “I admit now, though, I hold out hope that my first assumption was wrong, that perhaps you were motivated by something more than—than pity.”


  It was all too easy to recall the moment of his rash action. Ciar had chosen another, and Iloria stood alone, young and beautiful and lost, a woman whose reputation would forever be tarnished through no fault of her own. How well he understood living in the shadow of someone else’s mistake.


  “Not pity,” he agreed carefully, unwilling to give away too much. “You’d be a prize for any man, Iloria.”


  She nodded and dipped her head. “I’ve always known this was my lot in life, Farran. Marriage to a man I did not choose, not because I wouldn’t have but because I did not possess the liberty to do so.” She seemed to be struggling for words. “I will be a good wife.”


  Kind words that deserved kindness in return, but if he offered the truth, it would be anything but kind. I will be a wretched husband. Not through choice, but some things were beyond his control. They always had been.


  And now he’d cursed her to live out the nightmare of his legacy with him.
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  Her new husband did not want her here.


  Iloria blinked back tears and rubbed her arms as she surveyed her sitting room. Farran had escorted her here—and then he’d run like the hounds of hell were chasing him. A polite man would have at least attempted a lie, smiled and told her how happy he was to have her at the castle.


  It seemed instead that Farran’s reputation for being gruff and aloof had been well-earned.


  She pushed through the antechamber door and into her bedroom. A huge four-poster bed dominated one side of the room, and Iloria sank to it wearily.


  The last thing she’d wanted was to wed a man who didn’t want her. She would have preferred solitude, even if it came with the scandal of having been jilted by the prince. She was of noble blood, from one of the oldest wolf lines in the land. She would have survived.


  Now, instead, she’d have to smile through her misery and pretend happiness. She was willing and ready to work hard to ensure the success of her marriage, but there was nothing she could do with a husband who resented her presence.


  An unmitigated disaster, truly.


  A knock sounded on the door. “My lady? Lord Farran bid me introduce myself. May I come in?”


  Iloria hurriedly wiped her eyes and rose. “Yes, enter.”


  The woman who stepped in was tall and sturdy, a strong woman who looked old enough to be Iloria’s mother. Her expression was firm but kind, and she dropped only the briefest curtsy before straightening. “I’m Magda. My husband and I have managed this castle for twenty years now.”


  “Pleased to meet you.” The first order of business was to establish that she was no danger to Magda’s position or authority. “I’m told there are traditions here, ways my husband wishes things to be done. I was hoping I could trespass on your kindness, and perhaps you’d explain them to me.”


  The older woman nodded. “One is of utmost importance. You may do with the decorations what you will, but you must not touch the tapestries.”


  Iloria had noticed them, heavy and sturdily woven. “Not even the ones covering the windows?”


  Was it her imagination, or did the woman flinch? “Not even those.”


  “As my Lord desires.” Iloria shivered. “I wish to give my husband a wedding gift, but I had no time to procure one before leaving the capital. Have you any idea what he might enjoy?”


  The woman hesitated for a moment too long. “My lord has always been partial to his privacy, but it is my instinct... That is, I believe he would be grateful if you invited him to dine with you tonight.”


  Prior to their arrival, it had not occurred to Iloria to do anything but dine with her husband every evening. Now, the idea made her want to shrink into the cold stone floor. “Thank you, Magda. I believe I will do that. If my husband is amenable, that is.”


  Sympathy filled Magda’s dark eyes. “My lord is a difficult man to know. There are things...” She shook her head. “But it is not my place to say, if you do not know the legend.”


  “I have heard of no legend.”


  Magda pressed her lips together. “I’ve already said too much.”


  “No, please—” Iloria reached out, then snatched back her hand. “Please tell me.”


  “It—” The woman stepped closer and lowered her voice. “The First Warlord of the Forest always comes from this family. The men are fierce and skilled soldiers, because they carry violence in their blood. An ancient curse.”


  A curse. Violence. Iloria had feared for her contentment, but never for her safety, not even in idle, passing fancy. Not until now. “Are you saying he’s dangerous?”


  “Our traditions are set in place to minimize danger. Lord Farran has never harmed one of his vassals.”


  It sounded more like a confirmation than a denial, and Iloria wanted to hear no more. She couldn’t, not if she planned to stay. After a moment’s hesitation, she took a deep breath. “Would you deliver a note to my husband, please? I’d like to extend that dinner invitation.”


  Magda curtsied again, more deeply this time, and respect stood plain in her eyes. “As my lady commands.”


  Iloria sat at the wide desk by the window, where a supply of stationery had already been laid in. She wrote quickly, all the while formulating her plan.


  She’d packed her marriage robes for her journey to the capital. They still lay folded in one of her trunks, waiting. The ceremonial silks were meant to be worn on her wedding night, and there was no faster way than wearing them to demonstrate her commitment—or to test Farran’s.


  


  Chapter Two


  
    
  


  Magda delivered the note with a chilly disapproval Farran remembered all too well from youth. Only eight years his senior, she nonetheless knew how to look at him as if he were a misbehaving boy who deserved his father’s belt and a week without desserts.


  It made him feel so guilty that he sent his reply at once, then spent two hours running the grounds as a wolf. The leaves under his paws and the burn in his muscles helped ease some brittle tension, but he knew it wouldn’t help for long.


  A simple dinner with his wife, and it terrified him more than any battle.


  With Magda’s anger fresh in his mind, Farran bathed and even trimmed his beard. Then he dug deep into his endless wardrobe for his ceremonial best, grays and blues his seamstress had delivered the last time Ciar had commanded him to attend a court function as the First Warlord.


  He arrived at Iloria’s door at the precise time she’d invited him and braced himself before knocking.


  She answered in gauzy white robes, a simple gold chain encircling her throat. “Come in, please. Dinner is ready.”


  Farran felt rooted to the spot. The three robes were ceremonial. Traditional. Each one nearly transparent on its own and, all together, an invitation no man could ignore. “Iloria—”


  “Come in,” she said again, swinging wide the door. Only the blush climbing up her cheeks betrayed her awareness of him.


  He would be damned to the darkest corners of hell for what he’d do to her. Nothing she didn’t desire, nothing she wouldn’t crave—but she could hardly understand a grown man’s needs. A wolf’s needs.


  Especially not a wolf like him.


  He had to turn around. He had to leave.


  Somehow, his boot stepped over the threshold and took him with it.


  Iloria said nothing, simply poured a goblet of wine, handed it to him, and reached for the top clasp of her outermost robe.


  The cup slipped through his fingers as he let out a helpless growl. “Iloria, you needn’t—this is not required of you, not until you desire it. I intended to give you time to come to know me.”


  She froze with her fingers on the clasp. “I know who you are. You’re my husband.”


  “I’m not—” What are you not, Farran? Her husband? The High Lord himself had witnessed their handfastening. “You know who I am. You do not understand what I am.”


  The hot blood in her cheeks had deepened into a mortified flush. “Excuse me for a moment.” She practically flew into the bedroom.


  His self-control shattered. Protecting her was foolish if he had to crush her pride to do it. Farran pushed through the bedroom door and caught her arm before she could pick up an embroidered robe to cover herself.


  With another helpless growl, he spun her around and captured her mouth with his. She opened her lips with a shocked noise, small hands clutching at his shirt.


  Too rough. Too much. The woman trembling against him was a well-bred virgin. He should coax, not take. Please, not demand.


  So he licked her parted lips, the pleasure of taking her shooting straight to his cock. Her clenched fists relaxed, and she met the next advance of his tongue with her own. Another surprised noise, this one followed by a shaky moan of pleasure.


  It woke something inside him. The beast, the monster that answered to the full moon. He tore his mouth from hers and sucked in an unsteady breath. Her arousal scented the air, and it sharpened everything, made it hard not to spill her to the floor. “Iloria.”


  “Farran.” Her chest heaved against his. “That—that’s very enjoyable.”


  Enjoyable. A pathetic word that would have bruised his ego if only he hadn’t been able to hear her heart pounding. “Yes. It is enjoyable.”


  She stared up at him for a few of those quick heartbeats, then framed his face with her hands and kissed him clumsily.


  It was madness to let her. Bedding a new bride was necessary—if she didn’t enjoy sex, she’d be horrified by mating—but he wasn’t a simple wolf. The curse in his blood wouldn’t allow him to gently and patiently tutor her in the arts of passion. The beast already stirred, hungry for her tentative touch, her sweet tongue seeking out his.


  If he gave in, he wouldn’t be able to separate sex from mating. But her kiss was so nervous, her entire body braced for rejection—and that he could not deliver, either.


  So he kissed her and eased away, drawing his lips along the smooth slope of her cheek as he laid his hands on her waist. “I find you desirable, Iloria. Never doubt it. But I ask you to trust me to set the pace. Nothing in your lessons will have prepared you for me.”


  “Because of the legend?” she whispered. “Some sort of curse?”


  He stiffened, silently cursing his housekeeper to the deepest hell. “Magda speaks out of turn.”


  “She didn’t tell me anything.” Iloria bit her lip. “You say I do not understand what you are. The solution, it seems, is for you to explain it to me.”


  Such a simple thing to her, and perhaps she was correct. He could tell her the truth now, and she would never need worry that she’d been rejected. She’d pull away, as would any civilized wolf.


  Perhaps he was a coward after all, if he could accept her confusion more easily than her revulsion.


  Even his mad beast recoiled in horror, shamed by the thought. It did not comprehend gentleness or control, but it knew that hurting a fragile creature to spare oneself was the height of dishonor. So Farran stepped away and cleared his throat. “Lunacy, my lady. Lunacy is my curse.”


  She stood, still and ashen. “The tapestries, even over the windows.”


  To keep the moonlight out of the fortress. To keep those within safe from the men of the family, who turned wild when the moon touched them. “There are magics which can hold the curse at bay for a time, but they funnel the beast into violence. If there is no war to be fought, it is madness to try.”


  Iloria stared at him, studying him, as if she sought some hint of that insanity in him now. “Magda told me you’ve never hurt anyone under your care. Is that true?”


  Because he’d never allowed anyone too close. “It is.”


  “Farran.” She closed the distance between them and touched his elbow. “I’m sorry. It must be terrifying for you.”


  He’d expected many things, but not sympathy. “This has always been my life. I should have given you a choice as to whether you wanted it to be yours.”


  “Yes,” she agreed, “you should have. But what’s done is done, and now we are joined. All we can do is move forward.”


  Ruthless practicality, so stubborn she might just be the woman to handle him. It made him smile. “And we shall, if you are willing to let me set boundaries to ensure your safety.”


  Iloria backed away until her knees hit the side of her bed. She sat. “Tell me what I should and should not do.”


  No reason not to give her the truth. “We will have to do things differently from how you’ve been taught. There are ways I can touch you—ways I can show you pleasure without risking madness—but I cannot take you. Not until you are ready to be mated.”


  “I understand. You must maintain control.” She tilted her head, her dark hair falling over her shoulder. “But what of you? Your pleasure?”


  The goddess was truly cruel. He tried not to make his voice too gruff. “I’m not a selfless man. The things I do to you will please me.”


  Iloria nodded and lifted her hands again to the clasp at her throat. “Shall I?”


  “No.” An order, and it snapped from him with the same harshness he would have used on a battlefield. Cursing his self-control, he softened the word with a smile. “Give me your permission to remove it when I’m ready.”


  Her brow furrowed, but she inclined her head again. “Of course, you must do as you will. As you desire.”


  A thousand battles won, but tonight would be the truest test of his mettle. “I desire to please you. Trust me, wife.”


  Her hands dropped once more to her lap, and there was no hesitation in her dark gaze as she watched him. “I trust you.”
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  Iloria sat, waiting for Farran’s attentions, and tried to calm the butterflies in the pit of her stomach. If he were beastly, surely he’d have less anxiety. He would take her, and damn her pain and discomfort. Maybe even her terror.


  Instead, he seemed determined to move slowly, to ensure her enjoyment, and that made her think she hadn’t gone mad after all. That it would be all right.


  She fidgeted with the layers of thin silk that covered her thighs and watched him. He watched her in turn, his gaze hot but restrained.


  The moments slipped by, and the tension in his face tightened until he broke with a groan and hit his knees in front of her, his hands on her knees. “You’re beautiful, Iloria.”


  She touched him without thought, because running her fingers through his hair felt right. “Thank you.”


  He didn’t stop her, though his fingertips dug into her legs for the briefest moment. “What have you been told about what happens between a wolf and his mate?”


  “Only that the two are bound together.” It had seemed innocuous enough during her lessons, but now, staring down at the strong lines of Farran’s face... Her body heated. “I should like for you to explain it to me.”


  He chuckled hoarsely. “How a man comes into a woman? I should explain this?”


  “Mating.” She could barely breathe. “I know the rest. My tutor was once a lauded courtesan who served the High Lord. She taught me much about the ways in which women give and receive pleasure.”


  “Did she?” Farran began to gather the fabric of her gown, easing it up a handspan at a time, until he held the bulk of her skirts in his large fists. “Did it intrigue you?”


  “How could it not?” Her skin was on fire, and a foreign hunger twisted in her belly. “She spoke of ecstasy, an entire world I’ve never touched.”


  “Did she speak of what a man might do with his hands and mouth?”


  If he hadn’t been kneeling in front of her, she might have slid off the bed. “She did. She said some men enjoy such things.”


  He coaxed her knees apart and wedged his body between them. “In time, I will. First, I would have your mouth again. Kiss me.”


  Tasting him before had brought an unexpected pleasure, and Iloria didn’t hesitate to renew the sensation now. His tongue was hot and rough, and the gentle rasp of it over hers tugged at something low in her body. She fidgeted on the bed, seeking relief from the ache.


  His large, scarred hands left her legs to smooth up her sides, still stroking through the layers of her gown. He touched her breasts, cupping them as he licked her lower lip. “Do you enjoy this?”


  An odd word, a weak one, for the way her body flamed at his touch. Iloria dropped her head back and squeezed her eyes shut with a low noise she couldn’t contain. “What will you do if you do not plan to take me?”


  “Learn you.” His thumbs worked at her nipples, rubbing in slow, taunting circles that scraped her gown over her rigid flesh.


  “No, I—” She would have to speak plainly about matters, whether the words embarrassed her or not. “You said as much. I meant to ask if you will allow me to alleviate your arousal as well.”


  He froze, his hoarse groan rasping over her chin. “In time, perhaps, but not tonight. I am capable of alleviating my own arousal.”


  His words evoked irresistible images of his hand around his erection, his naked body sheened with sweat and his head thrown back in helpless pleasure. “Oh. You—of course you are.”


  Another low noise. “Are you imagining it, wife?”


  A curious excitement edged his voice, and Iloria couldn’t help but respond to it. “I think…I should like to watch that.”


  Rough fingers twisted in her gown, tearing it a little. His breath hissed out between his teeth, teeth that closed on her jaw a moment later in a sharp bite he immediately soothed with his tongue. “I’m going to give you release. Then I’ll take mine with my hand, and you will watch how I do it so you will know what pleases me.”


  Iloria bit back a whimper, and all she managed was a quick nod and a breathless, “Please.” She ached with an emptiness only he could fill, and sheer willpower alone stopped her from urging his movements.


  Farran smiled at her. “Lie back, my lady, and let me taste you.”


  How was it that she could be so shameless? She was a virgin, as befitted her status and upbringing, but even the occasional sexual urges she’d steadfastly ignored had been nothing compared to this. Farran was about to put his mouth on her, lick and stroke her to orgasm, and instead of wanting to blush at the intimacy of it, she wanted more. She wanted to taste herself on his tongue as he thrust into her, as he drove deep and gave her his passion.


  His hands were gentle, and he coaxed her robe up, leaving her bare to the heat of his breath. He stroked the sensitive insides of her thighs and hummed in something that sounded like approval. “How curious are you, wife? Do you wish to lift yourself on your elbows and watch me?”


  Instead of answering, she propped up, bracing her elbows behind her on the bed. “Part of me wishes to torment you like this. Kneel at your feet and make you yearn for my mouth.”


  “As if I could yearn any more.” He swept his thumbs higher until he was almost stroking sensitive flesh. “You’re wet. Aroused.”


  Her hips jerked. “Did you wonder if I would be?”


  He didn’t answer. Instead he slid his fingers over her folds and groaned when she choked out another moan.


  It felt better than she’d dreamed, so different from her own explorations. Of course he would know how to do this. He’d had women, knew how to bring them to exquisite heights of sensation. At any other time, it might have made her feel inadequate, even jealous.


  For now, she was only glad that he would find satisfaction in teaching her.


  Farran looked up and met her gaze as one finger parted her and edged inside. “Does this please you?”


  “Yes.” The word sounded impossibly strained, and Iloria realized she was panting. “Farran?”


  “Yes, Iloria?”


  He liked having her at his mercy, she could hear it in his voice. It made her want to push him, test his self-control. “Fuck me with your fingers.” Naughty words her courtesan tutor had taught her, and she used them now the way Farran used his hands—to tease. “Make me come.”


  A sharp growl tore through the room, and he closed his hand on her thigh and pushed it wide. “Do you even know what the words mean, or were you educated in all the things to say to make a man wild?”


  “One does not preclude the other.” His eyes were stormy, but she could feel he wasn’t angry. “I know what the words mean. I could show you, if you like.”


  Farran caught her hand and lifted it to his mouth. Dragging his tongue over her fingers, he licked two of them until they glistened, then guided her hand down her body. “Show me.”


  Yes, if there was anything that might convince him she could handle his demands, this was it. She could show him that she knew physical pleasure, lonely though it had been. And then, perhaps, he would make love to her.


  Iloria shuddered and slipped her hand between her spread thighs.
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  Overconfidence had led him into many an ill-advised battle in his youth, but none so foolish as this. Farran rocked back on his heels and watched his demure, well-bred wife slide her fingers into her cunt.


  Sweet goddess, forgive him for encouraging her.


  She arched her back with a sigh and pushed her fingers deeper. “Is this what you need to see?” she asked in a whisper. “I may be a virgin, but that doesn’t make me shy or fragile. It only means no other man has touched me.”


  The little witch had to know how the words would stir him. How instinct would roar its pleasure at knowing the mate he intended to take would know bliss from no male but him.


  He was being managed already, by a scrap of a girl who should have cowered in terror from him. It should have been infuriating, maddening...and all he could do was press the heel of his palm to the front of his breeches and wish he was in private so he could deal with the painful arousal.


  Or perhaps dealing with it here was the answer. She might not be so eager when she saw how tiny her fingers were compared to his cock. “You needn’t be fragile to be unprepared for the demands of a mating.”


  Iloria’s dark eyes flashed, but she didn’t argue. “Shall I continue, then?” Her hand moved, slowly at first, until she broke her silence with a whimper and began to rock her hips to meet each hard thrust of her fingers.


  Just that quickly, the beast snapped his leash. Feral possessiveness roared up, and he closed his fingers around her wrist and dragged her hand from her body. “Mine.” It came out as a snarl. He had to close his eyes to fight back the urge to drive deep into her body and revel in being the one who made her whimper in pleasure.


  She didn’t pull away, but she did hum soothingly. “Touch me,” she pleaded. “Bring me the release you promised, and show me yours.”


  His fingers were so much wider than hers. He pushed two inside her and groaned at the tightness of her body, as hot and wet as she was. “Too much?”


  “It’s...different.” She clenched her hands in the covers. “Don’t stop.”


  He wouldn’t, not until she panted and begged for the pleasure to end. “Tell me what else your courtesan taught you.”


  “M-many things.” Iloria writhed under his touch. “But one intrigued me.”


  A wise man wouldn’t ask. “What was that?”


  “She said that pleasure dulls even the greatest pain. I wonder...” She lifted her hand to her breast and pinched the nipple standing hard under the diaphanous silk. “Oh. I—I think—” The words dissolved in a sharp cry.


  She was beautiful when she came. Free, her head thrown back, her slim throat working as she made sweet, needy noises—and if he focused on those things, he might be able to ignore the heat of her cunt rippling around his fingers.


  But he couldn’t ignore the way she rolled away, struggled upright, and stared at him with glazed eyes as she shivered. “Abrupt, I know,” she panted, “but I fear I may start to beg if you continue touching me.”


  Begging would please him well enough. “You wish for me to stop?”


  “You said you cannot take me, not yet.” Her voice dropped as her gaze slid over his body. “That is what I would beg for. Instead, I shall content myself with watching your release.”


  With his control so fragile, he didn’t dare. “Tomorrow,” he promised gruffly. “I will let you watch then. Tonight, you should rest.”


  She froze. Her brows drew together in a stormy frown, but she only said, “I thought…”


  Farran sighed and rocked to his feet. She was angry with him now, but in time she’d understand. “Sleep well, my wife.”


  “I shall.” Her gaze dipped to the front of his pants, and a blush warred with her fervent disappointment. “Good night.”


  It would not be a good night, not in the least. Farran took his leave, every step an act of willpower. At least there were not so many to reach the heavy oak doors leading to his suite.


  His empty, cold suite. He slammed through the sitting room, boots scraping over carpet worn down by years of abuse from wolves who cared little for appearances. The ladies of this particular castle rarely ventured into their husbands’ domains, and the lack of gentle comforts showed.


  It had never bothered him before. Of course, the lady in question had never been his, a wife he’d taken in a moment of weakness. He growled as he shouldered through the door and stormed into his bedroom.


  No moonlight. No lights at all, since he’d forgotten to bring a candle. It didn’t matter. He didn’t need the lamp, not for this. Nothing but his own hand, rough enough to tear his breeches. When he curled his fist around his cock, his imagination provided ample fantasy, building on memory until he could almost see Iloria on her knees before him. Begging. Eager.


  Pleasure twisted, sharpened, and another growl escaped as he jerked his hand roughly over his erection. When he spilled, it was with a moan of release, her name caught in his throat.


  He would be begging, soon enough.


  


  Chapter Three


  
    
  


  After a restless night spent alternating between cursing herself and damning her new husband, Iloria forced herself downstairs for breakfast. Farran could humiliate her if he chose, but if he expected her to cower in her bedchamber for a week afterward, he would be disappointed.


  She was no shrinking flower. She wouldn’t hide.


  So she plastered a bland look on her face and breezed into the room. “Good morning.”


  He barely looked at her before his gaze skittered away, landing somewhere near her elbow. “My lady. I trust you rested well?”


  “Very well.” Was that what he wanted to hear, that she hadn’t lain awake and wondered what she’d done to drive him away? “You?”


  “Well enough.” Farran cleared his throat and turned his attention back to his plate. “The kitchen staff hadn’t the time to prepare a celebratory meal, but they brought up cheese and fresh fruit from the village.”


  A guilty, helpless confession, and a reminder. He hadn’t meant to bring her here. He hadn’t wanted her here. She sat. “It will be fine, I’m sure.”


  “Yes.” Belatedly, he half rose, as if he’d only just remembered he should have offered to hold her chair. After an awkward, frozen moment, he sat again. “The cook will be glad to have you to deal with.”


  Iloria unfolded her napkin in her lap and sipped her water. “I was hesitant to disrupt her routine today, but tomorrow I shall begin consulting her about the weekly menus. If that’s all right with you, of course.”


  The noise he made sounded like approval. Mostly. “You should plan to dine with me every night.”


  Iloria lifted a berry to her lips. “If that is your preference.”


  He stared at her mouth like a man starved, as if he might fall on her at any moment. His words, when he spoke, came out rough. “It is.”


  He was afraid of her.


  The thought startled her even as she discarded it. Afraid of himself, perhaps, of his lack of control. And why wouldn’t he be, with the moon fast approaching its heaviest phase? She hadn’t helped matters by pushing him the night before, by donning those ridiculous robes and demanding his attention.


  She chewed slowly, considering her possible courses of action. If she asked to leave, he would no doubt return her to the palace. He would explain to the High Lord that he’d made a terrible mistake, that she was untouched, and that their union should be immediately undone.


  Or...she could stay. Make an effort.


  Iloria ate in silence for several minutes, then pushed away her plate. “I wanted to apologize for my behavior last night.”


  If anything, the words seemed to appall him. “You most certainly may not.”


  She ignored the command. “I should have left the robes in my trunk. You said that you mean to give me time, and I’ve decided that’s best. For both of us.”


  Silence. He took a long sip from his cup, then grunted. “It’s best.”


  “The next few days will be very busy for both of us, but dining together is a splendid idea. It will give us a chance to get to know one another.”


  Another grunt, and he finally lifted his gaze to hers. “I will dine with you every night except for that of the full moon. I prefer to be alone.”


  Yes, afraid of himself, of the curse that twisted inside him. “I understand. It would be best not to take chances.”


  “For your safety.”


  There was something almost desperate about the statement, and Iloria stared at him. “Farran, if you need me with you then, all you have to do is say—”


  “No.” It came out sharp enough to cut, and he winced. “I should have waited and brought you home during the new moon.”


  She bit her tongue. “I’m afraid I’ll have to rely on your instruction,” she whispered helplessly. “I don’t know what you want me to do.”


  He moved so fast his chair was still clattering to the floor when he reached her side, looming over her. He curled his hands around the arms of her chair and leaned low. “You have done everything right,” he whispered hoarsely. “I want you to not blame yourself for my faults.”


  She couldn’t think with him this close, much less act as though she wasn’t hungry for his touch. “This isn’t about blame. It’s about the way we spend the rest of our lives.”


  “No. This is about how we reach the rest of our lives.” His breath spilled over her cheek as he bent to her ear. “First, we must reach the end of the week.”


  She shivered and nodded. “You’re right, of course.”


  “Of course.” Somehow, the words held a silky edge of promise. “Tonight, my wife. I’ll return at dusk.”


  She wanted to take that promise, answer it with one of her own. “For dinner,” she said instead. “Dinner, Farran, nothing more.”


  He stayed there, frozen above her with his lips so close to her ear that every breath teased over her skin to shake her resolve. “Dinner,” he said at last, then pushed himself upright.


  “Dinner,” Iloria echoed shakily. “Do you have objections to me visiting the village?”


  “On your own?” His rough tone made his inherent objection to that possibility all too clear.


  Noble women did not travel unaccompanied. “I thought perhaps Magda might join me, if she can spare the time.”


  “And a guard.” He paused and shook his head. “Two guards.”


  “As you see fit.”


  “I’ll choose the guards and have them waiting for you.”


  The tension hadn’t left his tone, and Iloria rose, reaching for him instinctively. She curved her hand around the back of his neck, shivering at the warmth of his skin, and pulled him closer, touched her lips to his.


  A low growl was her only warning before he circled her waist with strong hands. Dishes clattered as he hoisted her to the table, more than one spilling to the floor. Growling again, he opened his mouth, kissed her with a hunger that made her hands tremble.


  And then her own hunger rose, eclipsing everything but the need to feel more, deeper. Now. Her fingers caught on leather and linen as she tugged at his vest and shirt, desperate. Mindless.


  Soft footsteps, leather on stone. A muffled gasp reached her ears even as Farran stumbled back, revealing Magda’s shocked face in the doorway.


  The housekeeper schooled her features with haste before stammering out an apology. “I—I heard the dishes, my lord.”


  “It’s fine.” Iloria struggled to sit and smashed her hand down on a block of soft cheese. “No harm done, am I right?”


  Clearing her throat, Magda glanced at Farran. He refused to look at her, standing with his shoulders tight and his expression stormy. “You may leave.”


  With a quick curtsy and one last worried look at Iloria, the housekeeper obeyed.


  Iloria couldn’t suppress her mortified blush. Her cheeks heated, and she slid off the table and reached for her napkin. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make a scene.”


  “I caused the scene.” The firm statement allowed no room for argument. “And to avoid another, I need to be about my business. Magda will know which guards to bring if you want to visit the village.”


  As simply as that, she was dismissed. “Very well.” She almost stooped to pick up the mess they’d made but caught herself just in time. It was rude to leave it, but she couldn’t kneel before Farran; the submissiveness inherent in the position would rake at his nerves, not to mention put her at eye level with his—


  Allowing her thoughts to wander down that path was madness, so Iloria squared her shoulders and walked out.
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  The full moon came and passed, taking with it the worst of the curse’s agony.


  A pity, then, that Farran had so much agony of his own making.


  Iloria dined with him every evening, and only because he’d asked her to. She never challenged him in any way, never gave proof through word or gesture that he was intruding, but only a fool would think he was welcome. Her impeccable manners and her polite smiles couldn’t change sheer fact.


  And the fact was that she avoided him at every other time. Grand as his castle was, it wasn’t so large as to prevent accidental meetings. He should have come across her during the course of his day, but wherever he happened to be, Iloria was not. Through design, he was sure, and with the assistance of his army of formerly loyal servants, who expressed their disapproval of their new lady’s unhappiness in thousands of tiny ways.


  On the seventh day after their disastrous breakfast, he grew tired of being ignored. When Talen brought the morning meal to Farran’s study, he pinned the old servant with his fiercest glare and pointed to a spot in front of the desk he almost never used. “I don’t care what Magda’s told you to say or not say. For once you are going to show loyalty to your lord over your wife and answer my questions.”


  Talen sighed and stood before Farran’s desk. “You’ve always been a determined lad. Very well. Let’s have out with it.”


  This would not likely end well. “My wife is avoiding me.”


  “Is she, now?”


  “You damn well know she is, and everyone in this castle is helping her do so.”


  “Ah, I see.” Talen nodded slowly. “Assuming this is true, why do you think that would be?”


  It wasn’t a question he cared to consider, given the likely answer. But hiding from the truth wouldn’t change it. “I imagine she doesn’t wish to be married to me.”


  “What woman would, Farran?” The older man shook his head with a grumble. “You brought her here, ignorant of the life she’d face, and left her to fend for herself. You say she’s been avoiding you, but you know as well as I that you’ve been letting her.”


  “And what should I do? Force my presence on her?”


  “Most women respond well to the little gestures. Flowers and the like.” Talen hesitated, his shoulders tensing, as if in preparation for a fight. “If you don’t sort it out soon, the kindest thing would be to send her back to the capital.”


  Naturally, he had to be twice cursed—with lunacy and with servants who’d known him all his life and had little fear of his temper. Farran choked on a growl and fisted his hands. “Flowers. I’ve half-terrorized the girl, and you think I should give her flowers.”


  “I think it would be better than letting her go on thinking you wish you hadn’t brought her home.”


  He opened his mouth to insist he did wish exactly that, but the lie wouldn’t come. “Fine,” he snarled finally. “I’ll take care of it.”


  “You asked,” Talen reminded him mildly. “Though I suspect...” He trailed off and shoved his hands into his vest pockets. “Never mind.”


  “What? Tell me.”


  When the man spoke again, it was with careful deliberation. “I think saying you’ve terrorized your new bride might be overstating matters a bit. To be blunt, she seems mostly...irritated.”


  They’d never get anywhere with Talen dancing around the heart of the matter. “Are you trying to tell me she’s not frightened, but furious?”


  “I’m trying to tell you that you’re mucking this up.” Talen growled and scrubbed a hand over his face. “If you wish for Lady Iloria to remain, you’d best get on with things. She’s liable to ask you to let her go.”


  Surely he hadn’t misjudged her that badly. Then again, he’d never been very good with gentle women, and Talen had tamed Magda, which proved he possessed some modest understanding of the female mind.


  Or maybe not so modest. Holding a firm grip on his temper, Farran managed a nod. “I’ll consider the possibility.”


  “Of course.” Talen bowed and backed toward the door. “Will that be all?”


  Excepting one thing. “Where is my wife?”


  “In the gardens.” The corner of Talen’s mouth ticked up. “Planning, my lord. What to have planted in the spring, I believe.”


  So she hadn’t given up entirely on making this place her own. She was every bit as stubborn as he’d first imagined, and it gave Farran hope. “Can you make sure she’ll be alone?”


  “Of course.” Talen bowed again.


  As soon as the man had left, Farran dropped his head to his hands and cursed himself roundly. He’d been trained from childhood to be a warrior. To be Ciar’s First Warlord. The battles of years past had been the culmination of decades of patient tutoring in the art of dealing death.


  He was good at it, because it was all he knew. Now he’d have to start learning all over again. Learn to be a suitor, to woo his wife before it was too late to win her affections.


  He wasn’t a creative man, but he could take direction. So he pushed himself to his feet and went in search of flowers.


  


  Chapter Four


  
    
  


  The gardens behind her husband’s ancestral home had been woefully neglected. Not in basic care—every hedge was trimmed, each stone carefully placed—but it was obvious that no one had bothered in years to direct any planting.


  It was, perhaps, the saddest thing about the forbidding gray structure, the meticulously groomed but ugly garden.


  Iloria turned the paper in her hand and bit her lip. Roses were the obvious choice, but she hesitated to sketch them on the plan. The blooms would be beautiful, even if she was no longer in residence to see them, but the thought of putting more thorny brambles anywhere near the castle made her chest ache.


  Her husband had plenty of his own.


  The sound of boots crunching on gravel drew her gaze, and she looked up to see Farran, dressed in his customary leathers. The dark expression he wore was no surprise.


  His handful of slightly crushed flowers was. “Iloria.”


  “Good morning.” She dragged her gaze away from the strong angle of his jaw and attempted a smile. “Are those for me?”


  With the speed he thrust his arm away from his body, one would think he held something dangerous. “Yes. I picked them.”


  He looked steady enough, so the possibility that he’d been drinking seemed unlikely. “Thank you.” She took the flowers and tried surreptitiously to straighten their broken stems.


  His awkward look of discomfort intensified. “I’m not used to handling delicate things.”


  There was more than one way to interpret his statement, and Iloria chose the safest. “They’re beautiful. I appreciate you thinking of me.”


  “I’m glad.” So much relief from so few words. His tense stance eased, and he almost smiled. “I wasn’t meant to be a good husband, Iloria. I’m a warrior. I’ve done my job, but done it so well that there’s peace now. And I don’t know how to live in a peaceful world.”


  She could show him how—if he would trust her. But she wasn’t free to say such things, not yet. “Am I here because you want to try, or because you made a terrible mistake?”


  “I made a selfish mistake.” His obvious pain did little to soften the words. “And now I wish to try, but it seems too much to ask of you.”


  Conscience prodded at her, urged her to tell him she would be fine if he sent her back to the capital. If he ended their marriage. But Farran was so defensive, worried. What if he saw it as her way of trying to ease him around to the notion? “Why was it so selfish? Tell me.”


  He gaped at her. “I brought you here with no idea of the life you’d be forced to live. How is that not selfish?”


  It could only be selfish if he’d had something to gain, and she didn’t realize until that moment how desperately she needed that to be the case. “Did you want a wife so badly, or did you want me?”


  “I never wanted a wife. I never planned to have one.” He laced his fingers together and half-smiled. “I hadn’t planned for you.”


  “No, I suppose not.” He couldn’t tell her what she needed to hear, but he was trying, and Iloria resolved to do the same. “I never got a chance to visit the village. Would you like to show me today?”


  He leapt at the chance so quickly that the depth of his clumsy uncertainty became clear. “There’s an inn where I sometimes eat. Are you interested in enjoying the midday meal there?”


  “I trust your judgment. Shall we ride or walk?”


  Farran studied her dress with a slight frown. “Is your dress attuned to you?”


  “This? Yes.” Most of her day dresses were, though she supposed she’d have to find someone locally who could handle the process of attuning magic for her newer clothes.


  He nodded, satisfied. “Would you care for a run?”


  Her mother had frowned on such things, except in case of ritual celebrations. Most noble wolves preferred more sedate breeding and proper behavior in their mates.


  But Farran wasn’t most noble wolves.


  She reached for his hand and smiled. “I would love to run with you.”


  One tug, and he’d pulled her close enough to kiss the back of her hand. “Change, Iloria.”


  The freedom of it sang through her, releasing a wild spark of magic inside. The wolf rose, ready and eager, glad to be unleashed, even for such a short time. In moments, Iloria stood before Farran on four legs, pawing at the grass, her plans for the garden forgotten.
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  The villagers treated him as they always did, with polite deference and a hint of wary affection. Farran had taken a casual approach to managing the people who owed his family their allegiance, walking among them more than his father had. In return, they’d given him loyalty.


  Now they gave him curiosity as well, though most averted their gazes quickly enough when caught staring. Not at him, of course, but at Iloria, who was beautiful and graceful and more refined than any woman these people had seen since the High Lord’s parents had visited thirty years before.


  She held her head high, a small smile curving her lips. “Am I such an oddity?” she whispered to him, a hint of laughter in her voice.


  “A bit.” An oddity the village folk would most likely come to love as quickly as his own people had. Charm and compassion were not virtues often found in his family, nor in the women who’d been forced to marry into it. She had no idea how rare she was.


  Or how beloved she might become. Farran drew her to a stop as the innkeeper appeared, bowing low. His young daughter trailed behind him, her big blue eyes fixed on Iloria’s gown.


  An adorable moment—until the girl spoke. “Are you the High Lady?”


  Farran barely choked back a growl as Iloria withdrew her hand from the crook of his arm and regarded the girl thoughtfully for a moment. “No, I’m not.” She bent down to meet the child’s gaze. “I am a lady, though. Lord Farran’s wife. What’s your name?”


  “Vina.” She smiled, showing two missing teeth. “I like your dress.”


  Iloria looked down at the lush, dark velvet and laughed. “Thank you very much, Vina.”


  Behind the girl, the innkeeper twisted his hands together, torn between pleasure at Iloria’s attention and worry that Farran would be offended.


  Reining in his temper, Farran managed a civil nod. “Rhion.”


  “My lord?”


  “Has your wife prepared her beer bread today?”


  “She has.” He glanced between Farran and Iloria. “Shall I have her set a private table?”


  A quiet, unspoken plea for Farran to give the man enough time to prepare a spread suitable for serving a lady. Rhion never went to such effort for his lord, but Farran supposed his muddy boots and rugged leathers made a different sort of impression than his wife’s finery.


  Taking pity on Rhion, he nodded again. “Please. We’ll be back after I’ve shown Iloria the rest of the village.”


  Iloria rose as the girl scampered away, her father at her heels. “She’s beautiful.”


  “There aren’t many children her age here. We’ve been at war for so long.” Though Farran imagined that, a year from now, the streets of his village would be filled with the screams of newborn infants.


  “I should have realized.” She lowered her gaze. “It must have been difficult for them, as well, to have you away for so long.”


  “I’m sure Talen kept things well in hand.” But the thought that he might have been missed pleased him, and he didn’t bother to hide it.


  Her eyes sparkled as she slipped her hand once more into the crook of his arm. “What will you show me next?”


  What a pity there was so little of interest. The smithy turned out reliable farm implements and horse shoes. The tailor’s wife was a seamstress, and together they produced sturdy, practical clothing. The only exception...


  Clearing his throat, he turned her toward the opposite side of the village. “The weaver will be making new tapestries for your rooms. Perhaps you’d like to meet her and discuss what colors or patterns would please you.”


  “My room is fine,” she protested. “I have no need for new hangings.”


  “I want you to have them. If you must live with my curse...” The very least he could do was give her some measure of comfort and luxury in return.


  The words seemed to trouble her. “Possessions mean little to me. All my life, I have had things. If you must give me something, I prefer this—a walk to the village on a pretty day.”


  His mother had counted her worth in the pretty baubles she coaxed from her husband with stony silence and icy rage. Clearly, Farran would have to work much harder to please Iloria. “Still to the weaver, then, if only so you can meet her. If you wish to take charge of the castle’s needs, it will be important for you to know our crafters.”


  “Mmm.” She let him lead her on, a thoughtful look on her face. “I admit, I wasn’t sure you would want me to stay, after all.”


  Farran nearly stumbled over his own feet. “Whyever not?”


  One slender shoulder rose in a shrug. “Your situation isn’t one that lends itself to intimacy. You might be better off with a wife who could content herself with your gifts and silence.”


  How foolish of him to assume her offer to leave was about his happiness. What woman wouldn’t be desperate to escape the life in which he’d trapped her? “And you might be happier with a husband who is better at dealing with women.” Outside of a bed, the thought came, though at least he knew well enough to not give it voice.


  But Iloria only laughed softly. “You are not without your charms, Farran, no matter what you seem to think.” She stroked his arm through his sleeve, slow and soothing, and it was then he realized his free hand had clenched so tightly his knuckles ached.


  Slowly, he relaxed his fingers. “I’m not a quick learner, not when the lessons aren’t about war and violence. But a patient woman might be able to make a husband out of me. If she’s willing to try.”


  For too long, she only looked up at him. Then she murmured, “You’re very honest, and if I seem taken aback, it’s because I’m not accustomed to people telling me the truth. You deserve the same, so I’ll say that I will make demands of you. I like you too much to be happy avoiding you for the rest of my days.”


  He’d never smiled so easily, or so often. “Well, then. I imagine we’ll scandalize the castle-folk with all of our happiness. It’s not tradition, you know.”


  Iloria’s gaze softened and fixed on his mouth, and her lips parted. “Some traditions need to be broken, do they not?”


  “Not just broken,” he replied softly. “Shattered.”


  “Shattered,” she repeated, and her expression sharpened with resolve. “I want to stay, Farran, and be your wife.”


  For the first time since he’d offered to marry her, he felt true hope in his heart. With Iloria’s grace and spirit, she might yet be the one to tame him.


  


  Chapter Five


  
    
  


  Several days later, Iloria knelt in the garden with grimy hands and a light heart, entertaining a decidedly naughty fantasy fueled by the kiss Farran had given her the night before.


  A good night kiss, he’d called it, though as far as she was concerned, he could call it whatever the hell he wanted as long as he kept doing it. His hands wandered during the nightly embraces, though he never slipped his fingers under her clothing, just stroked over fabric as he explored her mouth with endless patience. He bit her neck, nibbled at her ear lobes, and finally returned to her mouth for more deep, endless kisses that made her whimper.


  Every kiss left her torn. The need clawing her up inside demanded that she coax him into her bed, but she found herself strangely reluctant to risk it. The last few days had been filled with peace, tentative though it was, a peace broken only by those kisses, and she was loath to disturb the comfortable pattern of companionable silence, careful conversation, and blistering kisses.


  She was staring, caught up in her own reverie, when Magda rushed outside. “My lady.” The woman jerked to a halt and dragged in a breath. “The High Lord is here. Unannounced.”


  Iloria rose, her panic echoing the sentiment clear in Magda’s words. They’d had no time to make preparations for such a visit. “Is my husband out riding?”


  “He should be on his way back from the farmsteads to the west. Talen went to fetch him.” Magda hooked her hand through Iloria’s elbow and coaxed her toward the castle. “I can stall them if you wish to change.”


  She gasped. “I’ve been on my knees in the dirt, and the High Lord is—” Suddenly, she realized what Magda had said. “Them? You can stall them?”


  Sympathy filled the other woman’s eyes. “The High Lord and his mate.”


  The High Lady, a lovely woman who would no doubt be immaculately groomed. “I don’t have time for a bath, but I would appreciate the time to wash up and change.”


  Iloria didn’t wait, but she knew she didn’t have to. She hurried up the servants’ stairs near the kitchen and ran for her rooms.
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  Fortunately, Iloria still had plenty of gowns appropriate for receiving royalty. She managed to make herself passably presentable and hurried down to the parlor to greet their guests. “My lord. Lady. I apologize for keeping you waiting.”


  “Nonsense.” Sabine stepped forward and took both of her hands. “We apologize for imposing with no warning. Thank you for having us.”


  Ciar graced her with a sunny smile, the same one that had been fixed to his face since the moment he’d claimed Sabine as his own. “I apologize, Lady Iloria. I’m accustomed to visiting Farran when the mood strikes me, as he’s never felt obliged to make me welcome. I’m the one who forgot that times have changed.”


  Aside from being the High Lord, Ciar was Farran’s oldest friend. “Nothing has changed. You’re both welcome anytime.” She waved them to the sofas as Magda sent in a tray of refreshments. “Though I fear Farran is afield at the moment. He may not return before dinner.”


  “That’s convenient,” Ciar admitted as he led his lady to sit. “In all honesty, Iloria, we’re here to talk to you.”


  “To me?”


  Sabine gave her a far more serious smile. “There’s been a bit of a development at court.”


  She glanced between them and finally opted for honesty. “You’re frightening me.”


  Ciar didn’t waste words. “Several of the more eligible men in the kingdom have protested your abrupt removal from court.”


  “On what grounds?”


  “On the grounds that Farran committed a grievous offense by marrying you under false pretenses. Your family still knows nothing of Farran’s condition. The one of which, I presume, you have been made aware?”


  “His curse,” she whispered. “Yes, he told me.”


  “Unfortunately, he did not tell your parents.” Ciar’s lips pulled down into a frown. “You’re a beautiful, well-connected young woman. There is some jealousy at court, and a general sentiment that you and your fortune have gone to a man who neither needs nor appreciates either gift.”


  The mere suggestion stiffened her spine. “Farran needs someone, my lord. If you’re as well-acquainted with him as I believe you to be, you must know that.”


  “Of course I do.” The High Lord leaned forward. “I also know he’s not an easy man to handle. You should not consider it your duty to take sole responsibility for his happiness, not if his comfort comes at the expense of your own.”


  Here it was, a way she could leave—if she so chose. If she’d had foreknowledge of the difficulties that awaited her upon her arrival at the estate, she might have jumped at this chance to flee. Even after she’d made the decision to try, she might have taken this opportunity to release Farran from his rash, impulsive decision to marry her.


  Now, here was the High Lord, handing her a reason to pack her things and return to the palace, and all she felt was sick to her stomach.
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  Farran had known Sabine for years, from before the wars, when she’d been young and wild and Ciar had been as helpless before her as the beach beneath the tide. Pretty and blonde, there was nothing remarkable about her, he supposed, except that she had no fear in the face of powerful men. Not the High Lord, who’d mated her—


  —and not his First Warlord.


  That knowledge left him with little guilt at roaring at her. “He did what?”


  “He came to tell your wife the truth,” she answered calmly. “And to ascertain whether you and Iloria were getting along. Be honest with yourself, Farran. Ciar had good reason, as did I, to wonder if you’d made yourself miserable for our sakes.”


  He doubted Ciar would concern himself much over that, as Farran had never made himself miserable for anyone. “You mean he was worried that I would be tormenting Iloria, whether I meant to or not.”


  “His concern is for both of you,” Sabine countered stubbornly.


  The woman was impossible. Infuriating. Why Ciar had insisted on touring the grounds at Iloria’s side and leaving Farran to the less-than-tender mercies of his lady was beyond his understanding. “You are a thoroughly aggravating woman.”


  “Coming from you, I consider that a compliment.” She tilted her head to one side. “Do you want her to stay or go? It’s a fairly simple question.”


  “I want her to stay.” Panic gripped him. “Why, has she asked to leave?” Surely not. Not when things had turned around, when he’d done so well at following Talen’s exasperated advice, had even begun to forge a tentative bond between them.


  Sabine covered her face with her hands and muttered something. “If you want to know Iloria’s feelings on the subject, ask her. And don’t stop there, for the goddess’s sake. Talk to her and tell her your feelings.”


  He choked on a laughing snarl. “I don’t see why I should bother when clearly you’ve been talking enough for the both of us. Don’t you and Ciar have better things to do than rummage around in other peoples’ marriages?”


  “Nothing,” she answered dryly. “Not a single damned thing in the world to do but meddle in your life, so aren’t you lucky?”


  Damn the woman, it was hard to stay angry at her. “Go home and have some babies. They’ll keep you out of trouble. Or get you into it, knowing what a terror Ciar was as a child.”


  “Watch the way you threaten others.” Her bland expression didn’t change. “Iloria’s parents took pains to assure me that women in their family are blessed with bountiful fertility.”


  “Of course they did.” The words covered his alarm—and the sudden, intense longing that twisted inside him, the promise of the family he’d denied himself for so many years. “Her parents would have assured anyone of anything that would increase their station at their daughter’s expense.”


  “Yes.” Sabine patted his hand. “Ciar came to tell Iloria of her other offers because it is his duty. I came to tell you that her most persistent suitor is the Second Warlord.”


  Farran jerked away from her and paced the length of his study. When his rage didn’t dissipate, he did it a second time, carefully counting each step. It normally took twenty placid paces to cover the space between his desk and the wall. Now, with fury burning a hole inside him, it took only fourteen.


  The Second Warlord, the man who had worked at his side for long enough to know and trust him, was trying to steal his wife. “I’ll murder the bastard.”


  “No, you won’t, because the main argument he’s made is that you’re a violent man, unsuited to caring for a woman of Iloria’s delicacy.”


  If the claim hadn’t held an unfortunate sting of truth, he might have been able to calm himself. “Does she look mistreated?”


  “No.”


  “Does she look uncared for?”


  This time, Sabine hesitated for an almost imperceptible moment. “No.”


  He couldn’t help his growl. “Say it, Sabine. Whatever it is, say it.”


  She spoke slowly. Cautiously. “You haven’t mated her, Farran. It raises some questions. It also leaves the door open for these other suitors, and for her family’s belated protests.”


  Farran drew in a deep breath. “I won’t be like my father. I won’t take a virgin to bed, knowing full well that my curse will bring on the mating frenzy. And if she’s too afraid to give in to the mating? If she’s not ready? It will happen every time.”


  Sabine shrugged helplessly. “I know you don’t believe me, but I didn’t come to tell you how to live your life. If you and Iloria are both satisfied with your situation and your marriage, Ciar and I will take our leave.”


  “I’m satisfied,” he said, making the words firm. Final. “I suppose Ciar has taken my wife for a walk to find out if she is? Is this his idea of a deft strategy?”


  The High Lady unbent enough to laugh. “I believe his goal was to avoid fisticuffs. To that end, it would seem he has succeeded.”


  Yes, if Ciar had been facing him, he might well have planted a fist across his friend’s jaw. “So he sent you to tame the monster. If he expects to find my wife placid, he may be surprised.”


  “Indeed.” Sabine grinned wickedly. “I warned him of as much, but he still may get slapped.”


  


  Chapter Six


  
    
  


  Farran had been acting odd all evening, but Iloria couldn’t blame him. It wasn’t every day that the leader of the wolves came to your home to ask if you wished to dissolve your marriage.


  She clung to Farran’s arm and slowed her steps. The longer they took to reach her room, the more time they would have to talk. So far, they’d walked in silence, mostly because she had no idea where to begin.


  “Dinner was lovely,” she said finally, immediately fighting a wince. Why was it so difficult to talk of the things that really mattered, that might determine her future? “I mean—”


  “Dinner was not lovely.” A hint of humor tinged the words, dry though it was. “I was an irritated, difficult host, and Ciar deserved every moment of it.”


  “He was only satisfying his responsibilities, Farran.”


  “Fuck his responsibilities. I doubt very much that he’ll be visiting every newly wedded wolf in the forest to inquire as to how well the husband has bedded his wife.”


  The words brought heat to her cheeks, and she looked away. “He said nothing of the sort to me.”


  “Damn it.” Farran heaved a sigh and urged her to walk faster as they approached her suite. “I’m sorry. I’m taking out my frustrations on you. It isn’t easy, to be so horrific a beast that people feel the need to inquire after your safety. Harder knowing how many times I have made you unhappy.”


  “No.” She dug in her heels and stopped in the hallway. “You’re not a beast, and I’m only unhappy when I think—when I think you may not want me.”


  He stopped, as well. “I’m a bit of a beast,” he said quietly. “But I want you, with all my wretched heart.”


  Iloria’s pulse pounded, but the last unsettled bit of doubt inside her calmed at the words. “That’s the first time you’ve said it,” she whispered. “You’ve told me that you didn’t expect me, that I surprised you, but you’ve never said you want me to stay.”


  “Of course I have...” But the words trailed off, and a moment later he closed his eyes with another curse. “I am a beast. How do you tolerate me?”


  Tolerate was a weak word, unacceptable when she could love him with every fiber of her being. “To my room,” she said, squeezing his hand. “I want my good night kiss, and tomorrow we can tell the High Lord he may leave us alone, and in good conscience.”


  That made him smile. “You enjoy your evening kisses, at least.”


  “How could I not?” She opened the door to her suite and tugged him into the antechamber. “I told you that first night that I enjoy having you touch me.”


  “Mmm.” There was an edge to his smile tonight, a leashed danger as he slid his hand to her hip, turned her, and pulled her back against him. “So you did. And so you do.”


  He was warm behind her, strong, and she let her head fall back against his shoulder. “I would enjoy having you touch me more.”


  “Is that so?” He wound one large hand in her skirts and smoothed the other up to cup her breast. “You’re not afraid of me, are you, wife? Not even a little bit.”


  “No.” She’d never worried for her safety with him. “You bring me only pleasure.”


  He growled against her throat and tore the fabric of her overskirt like flimsy paper. “No one can take you away from me. Not if you want to stay.”


  Her dress ripped again when she turned in his arms, but Iloria paid it no mind. Nothing mattered but the possession in his words and finding out whether it would be echoed in his kiss.


  But he didn’t kiss her. Instead, his hand drifted up her back to tangle in her hair, destroying an hour’s worth of fussing by her maid. He used the grip to tilt her head back as his mouth found her pulse. “Do you desire this?”


  She slipped her arms around him. “You know I do. Some nights, I can barely sleep for wanting you in my bed.”


  “And yet the things I’ve done to you...” He bit her throat so hard that she sucked in a sharp breath. “Barely a taste of what the mating madness could bring.”


  The rough caress didn’t diminish her longing for him. “I trust you not to hurt me.”


  “Perhaps you should not,” he rasped, his hands shifting to the bodice of her gown. One violent pull and it fell away. “Not when others want to take you away from me.”


  The sheer force of it kindled the first stirrings of concern, and she gathered the fabric and held it to her chest. “Farran, no one is taking me away.”


  He dragged in an unsteady breath, his chest heaving as he stared at her with eyes gone a bit wild. “No one is taking you away.”


  “I’m here.” The assurance seemed to calm him, so she eased the remains of her dress from her shoulders, let it fall, and stood there in her shift. “Kiss me.”


  This time the hands that slid into her hair were gentle. He cupped her head and tilted it back, then feathered his lips against hers until she opened her mouth and let him in.


  He kissed her with single-minded intent, a thorough exploration that left her trembling. Perhaps this would be the night he’d stay, when he’d peel off her clothes and show her everything.


  The fantasy made her bold, and she licked his lower lip. “Take off your shirt?”


  He nipped at her tongue with a warning rumble softened by a smile as he eased back. “If the thought pleases you, remove it.”


  It wasn’t easy to loosen the garment without taking her mouth from his jaw, but she succeeded. She drew the linen up and over his head but halted with her gaze riveted to his bare chest. “I don’t know what to do first,” she murmured, then turned the words into a lie by touching her lips to the hollow of his throat.


  “Yes.” His fingers clenched in her hair again, but this time it seemed more reaction than deliberate choice. “You may place those sweet lips anywhere that pleases you.”


  “Anywhere?” She lifted her gaze to his as she traced her tongue over his collarbone. “Be careful what you offer.”


  “Where would you put them, my sweet?” He leaned down, pressed his mouth to her ear. “Did your tutors tell you how to bring a man to his knees by taking his cock into your mouth?”


  “There was some discussion of it.” Even her voice trembled, which certainly wasn’t the way to project a confident image. So she steadied herself and slid one hand down the front of his body. “Shall I show you?”


  When her fingers came even with his heavy belt, he caught her wrist. His hand was large enough to easily encircle it, but his iron grip remained carefully gentle. “These are dangerous games, my lady. Perhaps words are safer than actions tonight. A tease instead of a trial.”


  She remembered the wildness in his eyes and relented with a nod and a step back. He still stared at her as though he longed to ravish her, and she understood the sentiment. “I believe the thing I want most is your pleasure, my lord. You’ve given me glimpses of it, tiny tastes, and I find myself hungry for more.”


  He turned from her, scanning the room until his gaze settled on one of the low-backed couches. Two long strides took him across the room, and he dropped to it before crooking a finger at her. “Come here, Iloria, and sit astride my lap.”


  She picked at the ribbons on the neckline of her shift, unlacing them as she walked. “Clothed?”


  “Clothed,” he ground out quickly. “Trust me.”


  A configuration her tutor had never covered, though it made sense as soon as she slipped onto his lap. The hard length of his erection rubbed through their clothes, just as it would nestle inside her if they had been naked. “Yes, I understand.”


  “So studious.” He gripped her hips and drew her closer. “This isn’t something to understand. Close your eyes and feel why it can be so very gratifying.”


  Iloria did as he commanded. Each gentle rocking motion sent bolts of sensation shooting through her, until she finally clutched his shoulders and shuddered through a moan.


  His mouth found the curve of her breast, hot and wet as he murmured against her skin. “Find your satisfaction. Move your hips and show me what you need.”


  Slow and hard, the way the courtesan had told her to begin. As an experiment, she circled her hips as she ground against him. It worked, perhaps a bit too well, because it was suddenly hard to catch her breath. “Farran—”


  He shifted his mouth lower and caught her nipple between his teeth.


  A wave of tense pleasure crashed through her, and she bit her lip against the need to cry out. To beg for more.


  Teeth turned to tongue, wicked, dragging licks interspersed with brief sucking. And now he was making noises too, low groans as the hand at the small of her back urged her to rock harder against him.


  It was overwhelming, something just short of but also beyond release. She’d known her own touch but nothing like this. “Please,” she whispered, entranced by the sounds he made. “Show me, love.”


  He worked one hand between them, under her shift until his fingertips found bare flesh, and pressed his thumb to her clit.


  Iloria tossed back her head, his name on her lips. Quiet was a thing of the past, something that couldn’t coexist with the decadent bliss that coiled through her. She surrendered to it, dug her nails into Farran’s shoulders and held on as she rode every exquisite throb to completion.


  It thrilled him. He showed it with his groans, with the wild way he watched her face as she eased back from the edge. Then he twisted his hand, working two fingers inside her as he bit off a growl. “Again. Ride my fingers until we both come.”


  She couldn’t. Not again, so soon, though his fingers curled, rubbed inside her and choked off her protests with another surge of ecstasy. “Oh—yes—”


  “That’s right,” he whispered. “You’re so aroused, so eager. I can feel it through my pants, feel how hot and wet your cunt is. Your sweet wiggling will bring me release.”


  “You could take me now.” Desperation drove her to speak. “I’m ready for you.”


  “Not yet.” It was almost a snarl. “Not until they’re gone.”


  It took her a moment to realize he was talking about their guests. “They’re on the other side of the castle. They can’t hear us.”


  His chest heaved. In the next moment, the world moved, spinning dizzily as he spilled them both onto the floor. The remains of her shift shredded under his hands, and he bent and kissed her again.


  Iloria opened her mouth to his and clung to his neck as the hair on his chest teased at her nipples. There was something undeniably primal about having him over her like this, ravishing in his ardor.


  And ravish he did. With his mouth first, trailing lingering kisses over her throat and lower. He took his time with her breasts, using his tongue until she clutched him closer, and then he bit her gently.


  She arched her back, anxious to feel that sharp, fleeting pleasure once again. “I—I like that.”


  “This?” Another spot, and his teeth closed a little harder.


  She couldn’t answer, not with words, so she wound her legs around his waist and bucked up against him.


  “Yes,” he murmured, his voice laced with dark pleasure. He moved lower still, nipped at her abdomen and bit her hip hard enough to mark her. “You like this.”


  “So do you.”


  “Marking you?” The tip of his tongue traced across the sensitive skin he’d ravished. “Or the way you make those little noises in the back of your throat and rub against me?”


  “Both.” For all his wild passion, he was being so careful with her. A tender warmth flooded her, and she stroked her hand over his head.


  Curling his hands around her thighs, he coaxed her legs down and apart, baring her to him completely as he settled between her thighs. “And will you rub against me when I have my tongue buried inside you?”


  “Yes?” If she wasn’t too busy clutching his head and begging him to go on.


  “We’ll find out,” he said hoarsely, then fit actions to words and dropped his mouth to her cunt.


  The intimate touch streaked fire through her, even more than the eager, questing pressure of his fingers had. His tongue was soft but firm, and every lick drove a tiny, helpless noise from her throat.


  Iloria laughed, lost in sensation. “I can’t be quiet.”


  “Then don’t be.” His hands returned, fingers working into her as he closed his lips around her clit and sucked.


  How could anyone survive such hedonistic bliss? It vibrated through her, stretching her taut as a bowstring. She moved, though she wasn’t sure if she was trying to get away or closer, a question her hands answered by fisting in his hair. “Farran!”


  He groaned and lifted his head just enough to speak. “That’s it, my lady. Scream and beg, and when you’re hoarse from it I’ll know you’re ready for something larger than my fingers.”


  Iloria twisted beneath him and smacked his shoulder with her fist. “Farran, now. Please.”


  “No.” The word held an edge, a feral growl that he gave voice as he lowered his mouth again.


  This time, there was nothing practiced or polished about his affections, just sheer, undiluted hunger. Iloria arched under his mouth and tried to hold back her shriek when he crooked his fingers and sucked her clit again.


  Pleasure turned to an odd sort of pressure, something beyond what she’d experienced before. It had to be good, because she couldn’t stop writhing under his tongue. She tried to whisper his name but her voice rose in a scream, a scream that shocked her until liquid fire tumbled through her in its wake.


  Burning. This was a flame his fingers and tongue couldn’t hope to quench. Only one thing would, and she begged shamelessly for it between gasps and shocked cries. “Farran, please—please take me—”


  He turned her onto her stomach, her bare skin pressed to the rug. He gripped her hips with work-roughened hands, coaxed her up into a position more suited to wolves than humans. “No one can take you from me,” he rumbled, his breath tickling over the curve of her ass.


  Iloria arched instinctively, bowing under his touch. “Never, love.”


  He growled again, the only warning before he bit her hip. She sucked in a breath, and he closed his teeth just below the small of her back. Up the center of her spine, each sharp nip weakening her knees.


  By the time he reached her shoulders, his breath hot on her skin, Iloria was shaking.


  “Beg to be mine,” he rasped, tangling his fingers in her hair to lift it from her neck. His grip tightened as he rocked his hips, slicking his cock against her cunt without pushing inside. “Beg to be mated.”


  It was everything she’d come to want. No more questions, no uncertainty. She would belong to him, and he to her, and nothing save death could ever come between them.


  But no pleas came, just the simple truth, carried on a whisper. “I need you, Farran.”


  He bit the back of her neck with a groan and pushed forward. Iloria clamped her teeth on her arm, half expecting the slightest hint of discomfort to make him stop, but he kept thrusting deeper, all the way into her body. Then he froze, trembling.


  The sensation was intense, disorienting, more so when she shifted her hips and felt her inner walls grip his cock.


  He shook, his skin rubbing over hers with every heaving breath. “Are you hurt?”


  Hurt. It made sense, it had to, but pain was a distant, vague concept. All she felt was right. He was above her, around her. Inside her.


  Right.


  “Iloria?” Panic laced her name, and he started to pull away.


  “No, wait.” She grabbed at him, though the sudden spike of pleasure at his movement rendered her clumsy. “Don’t go. I’m not—I’m fine, not hurt. I swear it.”


  He groaned against the back of her neck. “I can’t hold on very long, love. The madness... You feel so good.”


  His words shivered through her. “You don’t have to. Just show me, Farran.”


  With a wordless moan he straightened, sliding his hands down her back to the flare of her hips. “Open yourself to me. Want me. I can give in to the magic, but if you don’t accept my claim, the mating won’t take.”


  Every day of their marriage, she’d been waiting for this moment. More open to it, to him, than was advisable. She’d laid herself bare even when he’d held himself back, and she knew of only one way to do it now.


  Iloria bent her head, relaxed into his touch, and whispered his name.


  Magic exploded, rushing over her like a wind that left tickling heat in its wake. He hadn’t even moved, but she could feel more of him inside her, as if his carnal penetration was a mere shadow of the true extent of his possession.


  He tightened his grip on her hips and pulled away with torturous gentleness. He seemed to remain that way forever, tension in his body and his fingers digging bruises into her skin.


  “Iloria,” he whispered, a mere moment before his self-control shattered, and he surged forward in a claiming thrust.


  The shock of it stole her breath. Now that she’d adjusted to having him inside her, all she felt was satisfaction—and a fierce yearning for more. “Don’t stop.”


  He only grunted, already pulling her back into his next advance. Then he slammed his hands to the floor on either side of her, his body becoming a cage that surrounded her on all sides. “Never.”


  She slipped to her elbows with a whimper. “Never?”


  “Never.” He cupped her breast, and even the play of his fingers across her nipple was utterly possessive. He fucked her with strong, steady thrusts and toyed with her breast until she had to clench her hands in the rug to still their shaking.


  The rest of her wasn’t so cooperative. Her knees threatened to collapse, and she struggled to draw in breath between helpless cries. But nothing centered her, nothing existed but Farran—and the things he would show her if she let him.


  Iloria abandoned her quest for control with a relieved moan. “Harder.”


  “Not yet.” He bit the back of her shoulder as his fingers skated down her body to center on her clit. “Come.”


  With the first slick stroke, denying him became unthinkable. Impossible. Iloria choked on a cry and clenched her eyes shut as the tense heat that bound her crested. For the span of one heartbeat, everything inside her was still, silent, and then she exploded in a heady, uncontrollable rush.


  Pleasure spilled out, and he rushed to fill her. His body, his essence, magic thundering through her and stroking the parts of her his touch couldn’t reach. “Yes,” he muttered. “Yes.”


  She could no longer lie there, passive and accepting. He’d claimed her. Now it was time for her to do the same.


  Iloria pulled free, then turned and braced both hands on his chest. “Say it again,” she murmured.


  Danger lurked in his dark gaze, the whisper of his curse and a great wildness. But he didn’t deny her, only watched her from those shadowed eyes. “Yes.”


  Magic was singing through her blood, so she drew in a breath and pushed. Farran tumbled back to the floor, and Iloria let instinct guide her as she moved to kneel over him.


  Tracing her fingers over his shoulders sent the magic spiraling faster, especially when he growled and reached for her, hunger and impatience turning his expression severe. “Iloria.”


  She settled her hips over his, desperately wishing she’d paid more attention to the finer points of seduction. She felt clumsy, as if her trembling hands and harsh breaths did no justice to the gravity, the power of the moment.


  She rocked down as he thrust against her, taking him deep. “You made me wait.” Her voice sounded far off, even to her own ears. “You can, too.”


  A fraction of his strength would have overwhelmed her, but the hands flexing on her hips didn’t push or even coax. Farran stared up at her with a slow, lazy grin. “Ride me, love. Claim me.”


  His smile froze her in place for a moment. She’d rarely seen it, beautiful though it was, and she touched his lips as she began to move. “Promise me.”


  He licked her fingertips. “I promise.”


  She swallowed hard. “You didn’t ask what I want.”


  “It doesn’t matter.” His teeth scraped her skin. “Ask for it, and I will see it done. Anything.”


  “I want...” How could she explain? “No regrets, darling. Not about this.”


  He didn’t hesitate. “None.”


  Iloria leaned closer to him and swayed a little as an immediate rush of renewed pleasure rocked her. The new position sharpened the angle of his penetration, and the hair on his chest teased at her nipples. She muffled a desperate moan with a kiss.


  His teeth scraped her lips as he licked her tongue and thrust up, every movement wrapped in urgency. “Harder, love.”


  His ardor fed hers, stoked a need she barely recognized and certainly couldn’t voice. She braced her hands on either side of his head and lifted her hips, then nuzzled his ear. “Show me how.”


  Rough and quick, that seemed to be his need. He dragged her into each advance, grunting against her cheek. He moved her body until the angle pleased him, until every thrust shocked her anew.


  She had to bury her face in his neck, then sink her teeth into his skin to stifle a shriek as she hurtled over the edge again, straight into ecstasy. Bliss. And this time he followed her, roaring his pleasure as he held her in place for his final desperate thrust.


  Iloria clung to him, shivering. “Farran.”


  “Mate,” he corrected hoarsely. “Now and forever.”


  Mate. She sought his mouth blindly, driven by a need for contact even more intimate than their joined bodies—the sweet, slow caresses she’d been told could follow sex. The ones that spoke of tenderness.


  Love.


  He kissed her for long moments before pulling away. “Sweetheart.” He lifted a hand to stroke her cheek as his other arm wrapped around her. “I would ask a favor of you.”


  His heart pounded in time with hers. It made Iloria smile as she met his gaze. “What is it?”


  “Come to my bedroom tonight.” He touched his thumb to her lower lip. “To my bed. It’s where my mate should be.”


  The happiness that welled up in her chest broke free on a soft laugh. “As it happens, I’m far too exhausted to make the journey. Perhaps if I had some help?”


  Farran chuckled. “Perhaps we should both take a moment. Though I might have the strength to find your robe.”


  “It’s fortunate your rooms aren’t far from mine.”


  “But servants could still be about in the halls.” He rocked upright and lifted her to the couch.


  Iloria retrieved her velvet robe from the end of the couch and slipped her arms into the sleeves. “What about you?”


  “You were gentler with my clothing than I was with yours.” He sounded almost apologetic, though his smile as he retrieved his trousers and pulled them on held a hint of smug pleasure.


  “Call it what it is.” She nudged her discarded dress with one foot. “You ripped mine to shreds.”


  He plucked her off the couch with a laugh. “Then I’ll buy you new dresses. As fine as you want—and perhaps some less fine that you wouldn’t mind seeing torn.”


  “How wasteful.” Iloria wrapped her arms around his neck. “Especially when I could simply endeavor to be naked more often.”


  “I don’t care about waste,” he murmured. “I enjoy the pleasure of uncovering you, one scrap at a time.”


  She still had her ceremonial robes tucked into her trunk, intact and ready to be worn again. “I’ll think of something,” she promised, then nibbled his ear as he shouldered through the door and into the hallway.


  No servants walked the halls, and even the lanterns lining the walls remained unlit. “The servants must be busy dancing attendance on the High Lord,” Farran mused. “They’ll never forgive me for not providing them with sufficient warning.”


  “Not that you had warning yourself, though I suppose—” Her foot caught on one of the tapestries hanging over a window, pulling it aside and flooding the dark hall with a rush of moonlight.


  Farran’s arms stiffened around her, and an eerie growl rumbled in his chest. Magic cracked through the hall in a thundering roll that must surely have shaken the very keep on its foundation.


  “Iloria.” He spoke through clenched teeth. “Get down and run.”


  The curse. She scrambled out of his arms but, instead of running, smoothed the tapestry into place with shaking hands. The hall dimmed once more, and she turned to him with a shaky sigh. “See? The light is gone now.”


  He dropped to a crouch, and in the dim glow spilling from her suite she saw his hands twist into claws. Not the easy change that came when she called the magic within her, but a cursed shift that crept over him as he snarled. “It won’t fade until the moon sets. You need to leave. Now.”


  The roar jolted her back against the rough stone wall. She could argue, remind him that running would likely only incite a chase, but the truth was that she couldn’t go. Not now, not like this, and leave him in pain and uncertainty.


  It would be all right.


  He would still know her.


  She shook her head and prayed she was right. “I’m not going.”


  


  Chapter Seven


  
    
  


  Assuming the form of a wolf was a joyous experience.


  At least, it should have been.


  Farran had succumbed to the curse more than once in his life, but he’d never had so much reason to fight it. Iloria’s stubborn words echoed in his ears long after he lost his capacity for human speech. It wouldn’t have done him much good in any case, as his sweet young wife looked as unmovable as stone.


  That didn’t make her any less fragile, and that knowledge kept him battling the curse. It only brought more pain as the change took him in fits and starts, warping his limbs and twisting his body in an agonizing mockery of what usually brought such peace.


  She knelt before him, tears tracking wet paths down her cheeks as she reached for him. “How—how do I help?”


  Oh, the rage. It bubbled up, whispered to maul, to claw and strike, to protect. He growled and scrambled back on newly formed paws, and the rest of the transformation smashed into him in that moment of inattention.


  Ciar’s voice drifted into his head, riding the bond that the High Lord had with all of his generals. I’m on my way.


  Words that made no sense to the beast, who clawed at the stone floor and bared its teeth. Farran clung to reason enough to remember the spell, the one that Ciar’s witch had conjured, the power to tell him when his First Warlord fell victim to the lunacy in his blood.


  Yes. Ciar would save Iloria, and then Farran could give in.


  “You—” Her voice broke on a sob. “You’re in pain.”


  Her pulse throbbed in his ears. He could almost taste it—flesh and hot, coppery blood. The last time he’d given in to the curse had been on a battlefield.


  Three dozen men had fallen under his fury before the rest broke and fled.


  The image of her torn, savaged body gave him strength enough to push the beast back two more steps. His claws clicked against stone, and he focused on that sound to drown out the bloodlust.


  The door at the end of the hall flung open with a thud. “Farran, where—” Ciar stopped, his jaw set at the sight of Iloria crying on the floor, and of Farran himself.


  “The moonlight,” she whispered. “The curse. Tell me how to help him, Ciar.”


  He crept forward two more steps before answering. “You cannot, my lady. Only time can do that.”


  Another few paces and Ciar would snatch Iloria up and carry her to safety. Farran tried to back away farther, but the madness whispering through him rose to a shriek of rage as his oldest friend advanced on his mate.


  The last tenuous wisps of his control shattered, and the curse took him so fully he had time for only one final wish—that Ciar would have mercy enough to slay him before he harmed Iloria.
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  She knew what the High Lord planned to do. In another heartbeat, he’d rush toward her, sweep her away before Farran had a chance to hurt her.


  But the change that seized Farran as Ciar approached echoed through her—pure, unadulterated rage. He bristled and snarled, all sense gone from his flashing golden eyes. Ciar might succeed in getting her to safety, but he and Farran both would pay a heavy price in the fight that would surely follow.


  Ciar flexed his hands, and Farran growled and launched himself at Ciar. The High Lord spun away at the last moment, and Farran skidded across the floor before backing up to place his bulk between the High Lord and Iloria.


  She had only moments to head off a battle, so she slipped her arms around his neck and buried her face in his fur. I’m here. Please, love.


  The High Lord bit off a curse and froze. “My lady, he is not himself. He won’t survive coming back to reason to discover that he has harmed you.”


  “He could have done so before you arrived,” she shot back. “But he’s more upset now, with you near.”


  Ciar rocked back, as if shocked that she’d disagreed with him. After a tense moment, he tilted his head and studied the way Farran stood, stiff but unmoving, in her embrace. “If I didn’t know better, I would guess that you’d mated him.”


  She didn’t have the luxury of embarrassment, not when Farran needed her. “If you would ask instead of venturing a guess, I could tell you that I have, and it’s a vow I intend to honor. Even—no, especially like this.”


  Farran growled, his lips pulling back from his teeth. Ciar held up both hands and took another step back. “I hope you understand the precarious position in which I find myself. If I stay, I enrage the beast. If I leave, my friend will never forgive me.”


  She knew what her own instincts demanded, but she also knew he was right. “I have asked you for nothing, my Lord, but I ask you for this. Go, please. Leave me to tend to my husband.”


  The High Lord watched her in silence until Farran growled again, then inclined his head. “As you wish, lady.”


  He left, and she was alone in the echoing hallway with a trembling, snarling wolf.


  Iloria stroked her hand over Farran’s fur and swallowed hard. “What do we do now, love?”


  The shared rage throbbing at the base of her skull eased. Farran shook free of her and licked her chin. His nose bumped into her shoulder in silent command.


  She looked back to the darkened doorway leading to his chambers. “Your room?”


  He huffed and nudged her again, more gently this time. The tickle of his emotions melted into insistence as he prodded her toward his rooms. She rose and walked, keeping close to him as she made her way through the antechamber into his bedroom and lit a lamp.


  Farran caught the edge of her robe between sharp teeth and tugged, pulling it from her shoulder.


  “To the bed. I understand.” She set the lamp on the nightstand and crawled up under the coverlet. “What about you?”


  The sound he made in answer wasn’t quite a growl, but a rumbling sort of noise that felt like affectionate laughter. He paced the floor to the doorway and circled once before settling across it with his chin on his paws, his gaze fixed on the bed.


  Guarding her. Iloria’s heart ached for him. “You don’t have to sleep on the floor. You could come up here with me.”


  He only stared at her.


  Farran. It took concentration to reach across the bond between them with words, but she furrowed her brow and tried. At least let me come down there with you.


  That made him growl, but he climbed to his paws and crossed to hop up onto the massive bed. He stood there until she moved over, and only settled when she stretched out to rest.


  She slipped her fingers through his fur and closed her eyes. He was impossible like this, and she was oddly comforted by the discovery. It was so like the man she’d come to know already that he seemed merely locked into his wolf form, certainly not a lunatic by any stretch of the imagination. And when the moon set...


  “Sleep,” she whispered. “For me.”
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  It was, without a doubt, the most comfortable place in which he’d found himself after coming back from the curse. That it was his own bed paled in the face of the fact that his wife was curled next to him, her hand tangled possessively in the fur at his back.


  Farran reached deep inside himself to summon the change. It was easy enough to melt into a human form, and he smiled when she rubbed her hand over his bare back and grumbled her confusion.


  The smile faded as he bolted upright with a roar. “You stayed with me?”


  Iloria wrinkled her nose and pushed her tousled hair back from her face. “Of course I did.” She said it as if the words were perfectly reasonable.


  “I told you not to.”


  One eyebrow rose in a delicate arch. “If you asked for my hand because you thought I’d be obedient and easy to control, I must say you chose your mate poorly.”


  He hadn’t thought as much, at least not consciously. It had never occurred to him to consider, in all honesty, because so few wolves dared to defy him. “There’s obedience and then there’s sanity, Iloria. I could have killed you.”


  She sighed and sat up beside him. “I’m not feebleminded, love. If I’d thought myself in danger, I would have gone. But you...” Her hand found his. “If I were hurting and scared, would you leave me alone?”


  “No.” He lifted her hand and studied her arm and shoulders, looking for any sign of bruises or injuries. “I knew you as my mate?”


  “You did.” She leaned in to his touch. “And you almost attacked Ciar when he tried to put himself between us. I had to force him to go.”


  He nearly choked on a laugh. “You forced the High Lord to go? He is not a man who bows easily to commands.”


  “Perhaps he recognizes good sense when he sees it.”


  Farran cupped her cheek and tilted her head back. “So your husband gave in to lunacy, and you defied the two strongest wolves in the land to stay by his side. Hard to believe anyone ever described you as fragile, my love.”


  She watched him through her lashes and smiled slowly. “You’re my mate. I think it’s safe to say no one in the world knows me the way you do.”


  “I was one of those who found you fragile.” He touched her lower lip and imagined the taste of it, sweet and soft. He could spend a lifetime memorizing her tastes, and it still wouldn’t be enough. “I’ve learned my lesson.”


  “I hope so.” She framed his face with her hands. “I’ll not be cowed, Farran, not by difficulty and certainly not by magic.”


  “And not by a hard man’s rough temper?”


  “Absolutely not.”


  He fought to hide his smile. “Not even if he snarls when he shouldn’t?”


  Iloria laughed. “I’m capable of a growl or two myself. We’ll manage.”


  He’d done something right at last. The curse would always be with him but, unlike his father and grandfather before him, he’d taken a wife who had accepted him as her mate. Perhaps that leash would be enough. Either way, it was more than he’d ever dared to hope.


  He satisfied his desire to lick her plump lower lip and smiled against its softness. “I imagine the High Lord and his irritatingly direct lady will have much to say to us on the subject of our future. Would it be terribly rude to avoid them by staying abed today?”


  She tilted her head as if considering it before sliding gracefully into his lap. “There is but one way to find out.”


  Then she kissed him.
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  Iloria ducked a draping line of paper streamers and sidestepped two giggling children in her haste to reach the High Lord before he served himself from the wrong tureen. “Not that punch,” she said quickly, steering his arm toward the other offering. “This one.”


  Ciar let out an exasperated noise as he slipped an arm around her waist. “You promised your husband you’d sit, Iloria. He’ll roar at me if he discovers you rushed over here to save me from whatever’s in the punch. Surely it isn’t so dire.”


  “You say that because you haven’t tasted it. You’re welcome for that, by the way.”


  The High Lord guided her away from the table, and the crowd melted away in front of him. He took it for granted, coaxing her toward the well-padded bench Farran had insisted on when she’d indicated she would not be missing the spring planting festival. “Now you’ve made me curious. What is in that tureen?”


  The blacksmith’s son made the liquor in a barrel in the stables—and not a particularly clean barrel, at that. She changed the subject. “Where is my husband, by the way?”


  “Sabine lured him away to look at birthing day gifts for you.” Ciar lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “A ruse, I’m sure, to give you a few moments peace from the overly solicitous father-to-be.”


  Iloria laid her hand over the pronounced curve of her belly. Farran had been a dedicated soldier, a determined husband, and he’d thrown himself head-first into preparing for impending fatherhood. “He’s been wonderful, Ciar. There aren’t words, truly.”


  “A shock to all of us who know him well.” When they reached the bench, Ciar helped her settle before taking a seat at her side. “Not that I find him changed. Mellowed, perhaps? Happy, I dare say.”


  “As am I.” And now, sitting beside him, she could finally admit the truth. “Not a day goes by that I’m not grateful you didn’t want me, you know. I feel we’re well enough acquainted now for you not to take offense at that.”


  “My heart was already spoken for.” Ciar’s golden hair fell over his eyes as he leveled his famously charming smile at her. “I’m nothing but relieved to learn that my friend’s heart has been just as surely claimed.”


  She looked around, taking in the hustle of the festival. The laughter, the color and activity, all of it fascinated her. There was a humbling honesty about village life she’d never seen at court—at least, not before Ciar and Sabine had taken their thrones. “I was meant to be here.”


  “Then things truly worked out for the best.” He lifted her hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “It means a great deal to me, you know, that you welcome us so readily into your home. Sabine enjoys the respite from court life.”


  “Yes, she does.” Sabine leaned over the back of the bench and kissed her husband’s temple. “I tried to keep him away for longer, love, but he just said he would buy her one of everything and headed back here.”


  Ciar sighed. “And here I thought you were an expert at managing unmanageable wolves.”


  “Only her own.” Farran slid strong hands over Iloria’s shoulders, his touch gentle and possessive at the same time. “Shame on you, Ciar, for using your mate against me.”


  Iloria patted her husband’s hand. “Don’t fret. I kept your oldest friend from drinking the Wallace boy’s punch, and he made me sit down for a rest. Everyone wins.”


  Farran’s bark of laughter drew startled glances, but he only shook his head. “She did you a favor, Ciar. Even the lions couldn’t brew liquor that foolhardy, and you know how they feel about reckless living.”


  “Then your lady deserves my thanks.” Ciar rose and held out a hand to Sabine. “Shall we shock the town by showing them how much we enjoy a good country reel?”


  The High Lady tossed her head with a laugh. “If we can find a lively, obliging fiddle player who can keep up with us.”


  When they were gone, Farran settled into the spot Ciar had abandoned and wrapped an arm around her waist. “You promised me you’d take it easy this afternoon, love.”


  “Mmm, and I have.” He looked adorably put out, and she had to kiss him, so she dropped a peck to his cheek. “Relax. Everything is fine. Better than fine.”


  Farran dropped a protective hand to her belly. “Everything is perfect.”


  She wound her fingers together with his. “But you’re still worried about passing on the curse.”


  “I used to dread it,” he admitted quietly. “I used to swear I would never inflict such a life on a son. Now I realize it isn’t so terrible.”


  It was a gift beyond measure, the knowledge that she’d brought him peace enough to live his life instead of simply enduring it. Tears pricked her eyes, and she smiled through them. “We can show him happiness. Love.”


  He kissed her cheek, and his beard rasped over her skin as he moved his lips to her ear. “Enough of both to last a lifetime.”


  “Or more.”
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  #


  Once, she’d been a lioness, proud and fierce.


  Once she’d been a woman. Not of great wealth, nor of unspeakable beauty. But one man desired her body, a man of considerable means. A lion who did not care for proud and fierce.


  A curse took her will to resist him, made her exotic in all the ways he treasured, all the ways a lioness should not be. Obedient. Submissive.


  One, she’d been a lioness. Now she was a mouse.


  #


  “I’m sorry, who is she?”


  The valet looked embarrassed, as if he’d rather be anywhere else than dealing with this particular issue. “Your uncle’s mistress, my lord. The only one he kept on his estate.”


  Evidently, Malrion had been unaware of a good many of his uncle’s affairs, but a mistress... “Did he make provisions for her?”


  Ammon’s lips twitched into a disapproving frown. “No. Do I have your leave to speak bluntly?”


  “Your—” Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good. Mal braced both hands on the window sill and stared down into the garden below, where the raven-haired woman sat. “Speak, man.”


  “Your uncle preferred his women pliable, but could command neither their respect nor their fear. He bound his mistress to him with magic to ensure her submission.”


  Mal’s blood ran cold. Such things were the province of evil men, not decent ones. “Was she willing before he had her bound? Did she know what he’d planned for her?”


  “They say she loved him, in the beginning. That he wooed her, and she was willing.” The valet’s voice sounded tired. “Only she knows the truth. The curse that bound her to obedience died with your uncle, but she is...”


  A shadow. Mal could see it even from his vantage point high above. “Is she human?” Perhaps she had family.


  But Ammon shook his head. “A lioness. Before I sent for you, I inquired after her family. She had only a brother, who died in the first year of the war.”


  If Mal turned her out, she would have nowhere, no one. “I shall make her a ward of the royal household, then. We’ll find her a position.” He turned to Ammon. “Have her brought to me.”


  The man sketched a clumsy bow, already backing toward the door in his haste. “As you wish, my lord.”


  “Yes,” Mal muttered when he’d gone. “As I wish.”
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