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The storm rolled into town like any other, banging shutters and raining hard enough that even the loudest drunk in the inn struggled to get heard over the outside wind. Mud was tracked in, on boots and cloaks and everything else that touch the floor. But there was the hearth of the inn, and it was this hearth that most travelers in town sought this night. A good crowd, the innkeeper would say.
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Judy wove through the crowd of them with her tray, shoulders hunched against the grasping hands of regulars who thought she’d be as easy to win as the whores down the street. She had long since learned how to move away from a too-bold hand, how to give a smile sharp enough to sting but not quite enough to lose her tips.
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The door groaned open.
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The wind swept in in a gale, scattering sparks from the hearth and plastering cloaks and hair to foreheads. Conversation cut out in a single heartbeat, replaced by the growl of rain. A shape filled the doorway, almost unseeable owing to the dark that seemed to match his hair. No. No, it wasn’t just hair, it was fur.
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He had to duck to step inside. Horns, wide and curved, briefly struck the lintel overhead. Water fell down his dark cloak, dripping onto the boards. His entrance made the old tavern seem suddenly too small. Someone muttered a prayer under their breath; another man shifted downward in his seat as though to make himself invisible.
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Judy’s breath caught.
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She knew the tales—everyone did. A minotaur bounty hunter, known in these parts for dragging highwaymen and raiders back to the bounty office, bodies slung over his shoulder whether they lived or not. What stilled her wasn’t fear so much as the hush that fell in his wake, the way the whole room seemed to fall short of him. Folk maybe didn’t like him, but the lawmen did because he’d go after the worst criminals where others feared to.
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He didn’t bellow or throw his weight around. He moved with deliberate calm, shutting the door carefully behind him, shaking the rain from his cloak before striding toward the corner table nearest the fire. The boards groaned under his steps. He lowered himself onto a chair that looked pitifully undersized. She almost felt sorry for him, with how uncomfortable he looked. But it held his weight at least.
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And then his gaze lifted, and it landed squarely on her.
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Judy looked away at once, heat rising in her face, but the tavern keeper gave her a sharp nod. Of course. She was the one on duty. She was the one who’d have to walk across that silence, tray in hand, and treat him as though he were just another traveler seeking ale.
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Her palms felt slick as she filled a mug from the barrel. She steadied herself with a breath, squared her shoulders, and carried it across the room. The eyes of half the patrons followed her – but she ignored the stares as she always did.
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She set the mug down in front of him. For a moment she saw her own reflection in the liquid, dark and trembling.
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“On the house,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt. “Innkeeper finds a first drink is a good way to judge what sort of customers’ll...be, you know...”
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The minotaur inclined his head. His horns caught the firelight nearby and threw long shadows. When he spoke, his voice was low and measured.
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“You shouldn’t give away drinks for free,” he said.
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But he didn’t turn it down. His hand moved toward the mug, massive hairy fingers curling around it. When her own lingered just a fraction too long, their skin brushed. The touch was light, but the jolt of it ran up her arm like fire. She drew her hand back quickly, pulse racing.
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He noticed. She could see it in the tilt of his mouth, a faint curve that might have been a smile if she dared call it that.  
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And then, as thunder growled above, he raised the mug to his lips, watching her over the rim.
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The laughter and dice-rolling noise began to rise once again from various spots around the room. Judy moved on to other tables, balancing her tray, yet her mind kept circling back to him. She could feel his presence, heavy as stone, even when her back was turned. Something about his enormous frame was just...

A hand clamped suddenly around her wrist.
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“Eh, sweet Judy,” came the slurred voice of one of the regulars whose purse emptied rather quickly when it came to drink. “Too fine a lass to waste smiles on a beast, you. You’ll warm my lap better than his.
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She twisted, tried to pull free, but his grip tightened. The tray wobbled, mugs clattering together slightly as she tried not to let them fall.

––––––––
[image: ]


“Let go,” she hissed, but he only tugged her close enough she got the all-too-familiar whiff of his drunk breath.
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The minotaur stirred. His shadow rose, horns scraping the low rafters he ducked under, cloak unfurling and scattering more raindrops. He didn’t walk so much as loom forward, and suddenly the tavern seemed to shrink around him. His eyes glowed like embers in the firelight, fixed squarely on the drunk.
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“Release her.”
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The words weren’t shouted. They were spoken evenly, low and calm, but they were as decisive as an executioner’s swing. Every man nearby stilled, cups halfway to lips as they waited to see whether they should move or not.
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The drunk’s grin faltered. His fingers slackened, and Judy slipped back, clutching her wrist to her chest.
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The bounty hunter didn’t move further, didn’t bare his teeth or flex his arms. He only stood, broad and still, the threat in his restraint more terrible than any display of rage. Muttering, the drunk shoved away from the table and stumbled toward the door. The tavern parted around him in silence on his way there.

The minotaur lowered himself back onto his chair, as deliberate as before, as if the entire exchange had been no more than brushing off dust. His gaze, however, lingered on Judy.
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“You’re hurt.”
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She looked down at the faint red mark blooming on her wrist. “I’ve had worse,” she said softly, though her heart was still beating hard enough she thought he must hear it. “Drunks around here do that a lot, you know. Comes with the job.”
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The faintest curve touched his mouth again — not quite a smile, but something like it. “You shouldn’t have to.”
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Her throat felt dry. She wanted to thank him, but the words tangled. The storm hammered harder against the shutters and she couldn’t think of a response anyway. At last, she picked up her tray, retreating toward the counter, though she found herself glancing back at him more often than she meant to.

––––––––
[image: ]


He had already returned to his ale, but not once did his eyes leave her.
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The tavern noise crept back after the drunk’s retreat, but it had an edge now, a brittle tension beneath the laughter. Judy forced her smile into place as she worked, yet her stomach remained knotted. She’d seen that man leave in anger before, and she’d seen him return with worse in mind.
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The minotaur sat still as stone, his mug half-full, his gaze following her without intrusion even after she brought him the food he paid for. She felt it more than saw it — a steadying presence, as though he were measuring not just her, but the room around her.
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When the crowd thinned and the hour grew late, Judy went upstairs to fetch fresh linens. As she descended again, she nearly collided with him on the stairwell.
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“Your friend,” he said, voice low, pitched for her ears alone. “He hasn’t gone far. Men like that rarely do.”
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Her skin prickled. She didn’t need to ask who he meant.
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“You should lock your door tonight,” he added, and then paused, tilting his head. “Or... you could sit in my room until the storm quiets. Safer with me.”
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She blinked up at him, her heart thudding. He said it without demand, without suggestion beyond the plain truth. Yet the weight of his words pressed against her, not threatening but undeniable. Safety — and something more, something unnamed but sparking in the air between them.
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She always had a thing for men who were...different.
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The rain hammered the shutters again, as if urging her to retreat from the noise with him.
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Judy swallowed, tightened her grip on the linens and nodded.
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“Just for a little while,” she said, though the moment she spoke it, she knew it was a lie. She already wanted more, and she kept that in mind as she turned to follow.
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The stairwell creaked under her steps, the storm’s voice muffled behind stone walls as she followed him upward. The corridor smelled faintly of woodsmoke and damp wool, the kind of place built for weary travelers to collapse and nothing more.
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Inside: the inn’s longest bed, a scarred table with a new-lit candle, a hearth where the embers still glowed. Rain rattled against the shutters, and the air was thick with the closeness of the storm.
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The minotaur unfastened his cloak and set it aside. Then his hands went to the buckles of his armor. Judy stood rooted, unable to look away as leather straps came loose beneath his thick fingers. Piece by piece, he shed the steel plates and padding that turned him into an impenetrable wall of strength.
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What remained was even more arresting. His body was scarred but proud, muscle beneath coarse fur, the sheer scale of him astounding.

He caught her staring.
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Her cheeks burned, but she didn’t look away. He set the final strap aside, straightened, and his eyes met hers with an intensity that stole her breath.
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“You’re trembling,” he said softly.
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“I...” Her lips parted, the words caught in her throat. The truth was simpler than any excuse. She wanted him. Not despite what he was, but because of it — because he was strength and gentleness held in impossible tension, because he had stepped between her and danger without hesitation, because now, with no armor
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