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* * * * *



The Arth clan of Divina had no king, no queen, no duke, earl, or
lord. They had no reigning party to make all the decisions, to feed
and house and clothe them.

Their most recent leader, a cruel man named
Kur, had considered himself a king, and had been evil with his
ruling. Though he had kept his clan close- everyone living within
the confines of his castle- he had demanded everyone do his bidding
at all hours of the day and night, and gave them very little time
for themselves.

When Kur had died some decades ago, wifeless
and childless, he had left the Arth to decide on their own who
would lead them. They had agreed as one that they would have no
leader.

Now they were a clan that treasured
individuals for their unique talents, and they utilized those
talents whenever possible. Those who liked to cook did so, for a
group of one hundred. Those who liked to sew made everyone’s
clothes. Those who had an affinity for healing provided treatment
for the ill. Those who sang or played an instrument provided
entertainment during festivals and balls. Those who preferred to
clean- and there were a fair few- divided the work of keeping a
castle that housed so many amongst themselves, so it was never too
difficult a task.

The structure worked well for them, and
everyone felt needed and important so there was no reason to fight
or argue over anything.

There were other clans- some near, some far-
that saw the near-perfect arrangement and emulated the Arth when
possible, a few overthrowing their own leaders for the chance to be
equals. There were still others who didn’t understand how a clan
could function so peacefully without a ruler, or couldn’t overthrow
their ‘king’, and so begrudged the Arth their happiness. These
clans tried to dominate the Arth, to give them the ruler they
thought they needed.

Luckily for the Arth, there were those among
them who liked to fight. They were warriors, and were the closest
thing to leaders the Arth had. Though they held no more power or
position than anyone else in the clan, they were highly respected
due to their skill and willingness to battle to protect their
friends and loved ones.

The warrior leader, Ewan, was a mountain of
a man. His hair was black as pitch and fell straight to the middle
of his back; his eyes were sky blue, his features sharp and
masculine. His shoulders were wider than any tree in the forest,
his muscles honed to solid perfection, his skill with a sword
unequalled. Though everyone in the clan had a say in everything, it
was undeniable that all gave Ewan’s word more weight than
others.

There were eleven warriors under Ewan’s
leadership, including his best friend Danior, and the only female
warrior to ever exist among the Arth, Tora, whose looks matched
Ewan’s in coloring, though her body and face were beautiful and
unmistakably feminine rather than bulky and sharply defined.

Everyone had been surprised when at the age
of ten, rather than turning to cooking or sewing as most of the
Arth females did, Tora decided she wanted to be trained as a
warrior. Her request was determined to be the cause of only having
male friends- In the year she’d been born, she’d been the only
female child brought into the world. But because they were a clan
of equal opportunities for all, she’d been given her chance to
fight.

Many were surprised when it became clear
that she had a natural gift. She was fast, clever, and stealthy
when she needed to be. She bested all the boys she trained with,
except Ewan, but that was expected as it was glaringly obvious that
Ewan would be a large man when he grew.

Still, she was the second best, and had been
Ewan’s choice for second-in-command when he had become the warrior
leader. It was no less than the clan had figured would happen, for
the two- along with Danior- had been inseparable all through their
childhood and adolescent years, right up until the day Ewan took
over for his father, Eoghan, who had decided to step down as
warrior leader to spend more time with his wife and their younger
children after serving his clan for twenty-five years.

For five years, they fought side by side,
going up against any clan who felt the Arth needed a ruler and
wanted to take that position. Though every member of Ewan’s
warriors was occasionally cut into with a sword or bruised with a
fist, they’d never lost a battle, and the Arth were free to
continue as they’d started.

The morning after one such battle with the
neighboring Caoit clan’s warriors, Tora woke and stretched, and a
smile spread over her face when her bare thigh brushed Ewan’s. She
wondered how surprised the rest of the clan- the other warriors not
included- would be to know they slept together whenever they were
gone for battle, which was often. They had, in fact, been each
other’s first lover in their late adolescence, and as far as she
knew, to this day, they’d been each other’s only.

She lifted her eyes to his
handsome face, so serious, even in repose. Because he couldn’t see
her, she let the light of love fill her eyes and spread all the way
to her toes. She’d loved him for as long as she could remember,
even back when they were children. Then, of course, it had been
more like a friend- her feelings for him had never been brotherly-
but her emotions concerning him had matured along with the rest of
her, until sometime during her fourteenth summer, she’d realized
she was in love
with him.

She’d never spoken of it to anyone, not even
her mother or either of her younger sisters, who were far more
feminine than she was. She certainly hadn’t said anything to Ewan.
Despite the fact that they were occasional bedmates, when they were
home, Ewan treated her as he treated the other warriors in their
group- like a friend, like a companion in arms- but never as a
lover or a potential wife.

Still, she was content with her lot in life.
Being a warrior her entire life, she had never planned to get
married; few did. Her father never made noises in her direction
about wedding one of the men in their clan or any of their allies’
clans, like he did her sisters. She was who she was, and luckily,
no one wanted her to be anything else. She was glad for that
regardless of Ewan’s lack of feelings for her. He still took her to
bed when he needed a woman, and that was enough.

Beside her, Ewan inhaled deeply and frowned
with his eyes closed, signaling to her that he was waking.
Carefully, she composed her features, erasing any soft feelings for
him other than desire. He would expect that from her.

His beautiful blue eyes opened slowly,
coming immediately to her face, and he smiled. Though her heart
sighed, she allowed only a sassy smile to play on her lips.

“Morning,” Ewan muttered,
his voice husky from sleep, rising onto his elbow to kiss her
softly.

Just that barest touch of his mouth to hers
made her insides coil with need and her center ache for him to fill
her. She whimpered, her hands lifting to his biceps to squeeze
impatiently. He chuckled lightly as he shifted the furs that
covered them and settled between her thighs.

“Did you wake needing me,
Tora?” he murmured, brushing his mouth over her face, his long
black hair falling softly over his shoulders to brush tantalizingly
across her nipples.

“Nay,” she answered
honestly. “But it doesn’t seem to take much from you to get me to
that place.”

“Mm. I love it when you
say things like that.”

She couldn’t fight the hitch in her heart at
his words, or the way hope spread in her breast. She’d only ever
been with him, and he with her, for nearly eight years now. To her
mind, that was a kind of commitment, though they’d never spoken of
such a thing. If he had no feelings for her, wouldn’t he have moved
on by now, sought a wife, or at least one of the willing women in
their clan? Why continue to trifle only with her when there were
others who wanted him, others she knew sought him out because of
who he was, others he continually turned away.

Her mind stopped working when he brought his
mouth back to hers from its travels over her throat and ears, and
slid inside her, swallowing her moan of pleasure at that first
invasion. He kissed her as they moved in perfect rhythm, tongues
gliding, breaths mingling, sighs merging.

As she climbed, she clung to him, firm arms
wrapping around his hard shoulders, strong hands digging into his
muscular back, shapely legs circling his trim waist and holding him
deep within her. Yes, if this was all she ever had of him, she
would be happy. He was everything she’d ever wanted in a man, and
he wanted her right back.

Suddenly her head spun, and her entire body
went taut, trapping him so even air couldn’t get between them, as
she cried out to the expanse of leather that made up the top of the
tent they shared. Still he was able to move into her, working
toward his own pleasure, staying close and tight to her body while
jerking his hips into hers.

He lowered onto his forearms, placing his
left hand beneath her shoulder and curling his fingers around it,
sliding his right up her neck to fist in her hair- black as night
and soft as silk, spread over his furs like a sable fan- so he
could tip her head up and feast on her lips. She didn’t mind the
slightly rough treatment; didn’t it simply mean he needed her too
badly to be soft all the time?

She felt his breath grow fast, his body
tense. He lifted his mouth from hers and stared deep into her
bright blue eyes, his gaze so intense her breath caught, until his
eyes slid slowly closed. He thrust roughly against her and held,
she cried out once more, and he groaned as he spilled.

Their breath came hard, chests rising and
falling together, as their heads cleared of stars, as their vision
sharpened, as their hearing returned.

Careful not to crush her, Ewan relaxed
against her, signaling her to release him. She did so slowly,
easing one foot to the furs beneath her before lifting her head and
capturing his mouth one more time before completely letting him
free.

He moved to her side, pulled her against
him, and ran his fingers through her hair. Both were quiet, knowing
from years of experience that no words were necessary after
lovemaking when you’d shared so much of yourself with the person
you’d lain with.

Truly awake now, though sated, Ewan closed
his eyes and allowed himself to drift for a moment. Too soon, they
would have to pack up and start the short trek back to their home,
half a day’s walk from here. He always hated leaving a battle site,
because that meant that he would have to wait until another clan
challenged his before he could lay with Tora again: The Arth never
issued the challenge; they only answered it.

He loved her, with
everything in him, and had for a very long time. But being the
woman she was- strong-willed, independent-minded, fierce-spirited-
he knew she would never return his feelings, and therefore would
never
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