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      Colley called down to Arthur as he walked out of the Madam’s house. Arthur turned and winked up at her as she leaned out the window, a flirty grin on her lips and her breast spilling out of the frayed red robe she’d put on after he left.

      “Arthur, you come back real soon, and ask for me,” she cooed, before she blew him a kiss.

      Arthur’s chest puffed up with pride as he winked at her, then he stepped back and bowed. Once he straightened, he noticed that one of the women he had met briefly downstairs was now in the window next to Colley. “Next time you come Arthur, Colley will have to quit being so selfish and let the rest of us have a go.” With that, she stood up and parted her robe, baring her overly large breasts for the world to see. His eyes widened in appreciation. As he took another step back, he slipped on a pile of mud and landed on his back with a plop.

      His eyes closed as he tried to catch his breath. The sound of laughter from Colley and her friend forced him to open his eyes and look up to find a woman as lovely as the famed goddess Venus peering down.  She was wearing a white fur cloak that covered her from the neck down. As his gaze scanned up, he noticed perfectly shaped, bow lips quirked up into a soft smile.  When his gaze finally met hers, he found himself getting lost in a pair of slanted, sapphire blue eyes framed by thick, long lashes. One of her brows arched up in amusement and her midnight black hair had two perfect ringlets that framed her lovely face.

      Still trying to catch his breath he opened his mouth, but no words came out as he watched her turn her head and look up to the windows above. Her cheeks flushed a lovely shade of pink and she quickly averted her gaze. A quick glance showed him that Colley had chosen not to be outdone by her friend, and Arthur blushed trying to get up to apologize.

      Before he could get to his knees, a giant of a man appeared behind her and whispered something in her ear, making her nod and walk away from him. He followed her with his gaze as she walked to a carriage, and the giant man talked to the driver. A little boy no older than five years came running past and grabbed something from her cloak. Before he could yell, the mountain man grabbed the kid and held him in the air by the collar of his shirt.

      He gave the child a sympathetic look as the goddess walked up to him and placed her hand on his arm.  Too far away to hear what was being said, he watched as they exchanged words until the boy pointed to a nearby shop.  The blonde woman who had been standing near the carriage door gave the giant a nod and disappeared to where the boy pointed, and then reappeared from the corner with a younger girl who was covered in more mud than the street he was lying in.

      The man set the boy on his feet and kept a hand on his collar, so that he couldn’t run. The dark-haired Venus opened the door to the carriage and the giant man swore under his breath and used his free hand to help her in before he picked up both children and put them inside the carriage. The lady’s blonde companion was grinning away as he helped her, and he could see the man’s irritation by his stiff jaw and jerky movements. He couldn’t hear what the man was muttering but if he were a betting man the words were not fit for mixed company.

      Arthur wished he was close enough to hear what had just happened and where she was taking the kids. When he stood up, he noticed a man who looked to be chuckling at the scenario that had just happened. “Who was that?” Arthur asked hoping the man knew.

      “That was Princess Guinevere,” the man said as he walked toward him. The big smile he gave Arthur showed his dimple on his right cheek. His hazel eyes danced with mischief and his wavy hair blew out around his face.

      There was something about him. Arthur was curious about the man, but more so about the woman who’d just left. “Princess Guinevere? The one who is expected to marry the crown prince?”

      The man gave a short nod, “The one and only.”

      Arthur turned to look as the carriage started to leave and the children were no longer in sight. “Did she just kidnap those two children?”

      The man laughed. “It depends on whom you ask, some say she kidnaps them and bathes in their blood for beauty, others say she rescues them.”

      Arthur shook his head. He had heard rumors about the Princess Guinevere, but he never could have imagined she would appear before him like a goddess He heard his cousin Lancelot chuckle as he walked up behind him and clasped him on his back, “She is way above you, cousin. You have a better chance of sleeping with the queen herself than getting near the Ice Princess.”

      When Arthur turned around again, the man had vanished. “I don’t know about that dear friend.”
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      Guinevere tried not to smile as Bors gave her a dirty look. His brown eyes narrowed as he took the young girl from Elizabeth. Elizabeth was Bors’ only daughter, and her companion and she also appeared to be having a hard time not laughing at the situation.

      “Milady, you can’t rescue every thief you find on the street,” Bors said, giving her a stern look even as he reached into his bag to give both children a piece of bread.

      It tugged at her heart to see the young boy only take a few bites so that his little sister could have more. “Bors, they are hungry. We couldn’t leave them out there.” She leaned forward in the seat and gave the boy another slice of bread. “What is your name?”

      “Marcus,” he whispered.

      When the little girl yawned, she tried to sit on her brother’s lap. Bors grumpily pulled her from her brothers lap and tucked her onto his own. Marcus looked like he wanted to complain, but then his sister looked up at the giant of a man who held her and curled up closer to him before closing her eyes.  Marcus sat back but kept a wary eye on the man.

      “Marcus, can I have my purse back?” she asked, reaching out her hand.

      With a swallow, he reached into his sleeve and pulled it out, handing it to her. “You have very quick fingers Marcus, I almost didn’t feel it.”

      “I—I am sorry,” he stuttered.

      “Where is your mother? Your father?” she asked, curious.

      “They passed,” Marcus answered as he looked down.

      Guinevere nodded. Lately there had been more and more orphaned children. Bors often accused her of trying to save them all. She sat back in her seat and avoided looking at Bors. Despite all his complaining, she knew he would never leave the children out there alone.  Elizabeth pretended to be busy, but Guinevere could almost feel her smiling.

      “Milady, what are we going to say to the Prince when we show up with two children?” Bors asked, as he adjusted the girl in his arms, so she could rest comfortably.

      Guinevere sighed. He was right. Prince Greggory was known for a lot of things, but his generosity and love for his people was definitely not one of them. Guinevere was here visiting with Greggory and his family. The last discussion of when her and Greggory’s wedding would take place resulted in a promise from her father that she would spend more time at Camelot. It looked like her father’s attempts to stall the wedding were causing a rift, and Guinevere knew that soon she would be forced to fulfill the obligation of her wedding contract.

      Not one to wallow in self-pity, she looked at the boy and the little girl across from her sleeping soundly on Bors. “Before we get to the castle, there is a widow who lives outside. We can stop by her house and drop the children off there. Give her some money to clothe and feed them, we’ll have her keep an eye on them until we can figure out what to do.”

      Bors nodded and Guinevere stared out the window. When they neared the widow’s house, Bors tapped on the carriage wall, telling the driver to stop. They had been to the widow’s house enough that the driver must have guessed what she wanted and pulled up to the house. Bors’ hands were full of the two sleeping children, so the driver opened the door and helped Guinevere out. When he took her hand, she gave him a bright smile, “Thank you.”

      Murphy’s cheek turned bright red and he bobbed his head, “You’re welcome, milady.”

      Guinevere took a step forward as she straightened her dress. The widow’s name was MaryAnn and she had two children of her own. They were older, ten and twelve, if she remembered correctly. They’d met when the two boys had decided to run in front of a carriage that she was in with the Prince. Since the Prince was driving his new open carriage, he wanted to teach the boys a lesson. MaryAnn had come out begging him to show mercy and Guinevere herself talked him out of the lashing he’d decided they deserved.

      MaryAnn stepped from the cabin, giving her a warm, welcoming smile. When she started to bow Guinevere quickly took a step forward taking her hand in hers to stop her. “MaryAnn, I was wondering if I could impose on you to do me a favor.”

      “Anything Your Highness,” she said, nodding eagerly.

      “This is Marcus and his sister. Would you mind helping by keeping them with you until I can find them a home?” Guinevere asked as Bors helped the sleepy boy down while still holding Marcus’ little sister in his arms.

      “It will be an honor, milady.”

      Bors helped her bring them in and Elizabeth paid her several gold coins. Guinevere took MaryAnn’s hand smiling, “Thank you so much for your help.”

      MaryAnn blushed, nodding, “You saved my boys and have helped my family so much. I owe you so much more than just watching over two children who look like they need some motherly care. If you need anything else, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

      Guinevere nodded and let Bors lead her back into the carriage, fussing over her like an old mother hen as he told her that they were running late. Sitting properly in her spot, she adjusted her dress and looked out the window, wishing there was something else she could do for her people besides honoring a contract her father had signed with the previous king. She wished he’d never signed it. How could he have promised her to a man before either of them had even been born?
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      Guinevere sat patiently as Elizabeth finished pinning up her hair. Once finished, she stood and checked her reflection critically. The dress was green with gold ribbons throughout. Elizabeth had done a beautiful job weaving even more gold ribbons into her hair.

      “You look beautiful milady,” Elizabeth said, standing behind her.

      “Thank you, Elizabeth. It is only because of your hard work,” she said, giving her friend a smile.

      Elizabeth snorted and gave her a look that said she didn’t believe her.

      “Are you ready to go down?” Elizabeth asked.

      She nodded as she fidgeted with her skirt one more time. Guinevere couldn’t help that nervous feeling she had in the pit of her stomach.

      With her shoulders back and her head held high, she left the room. Music, and the buzz of speech echoed up through the walls as she made her way down the long hall. When she arrived at the East Wing, she stood at the top of the stairs looking down. From there she could make out King Edward sitting on his throne, two of his women companions draped over him, while Queen Madeline sat like a statue, pretending not to see them.

      A glance to the left revealed Prince Greggory, his mistress, Rebecca, on his arm like she belonged there. Her long blond hair was pulled up on the top of her head with a few ringlets framing her heart shaped face. Rebecca saw her first. Her full red lips lifted in a smirk, while one of her perfect brows raised, and her brown eyes locked with Guinevere’s. Everyone knew who Rebecca was to the Prince. The fact that she was there on his arm was meant to put Guinevere in her place. The joke was on them, Guinevere would have gladly let Rebecca marry him in her place.

      Greggory followed Rebecca’s gaze. As much as Guinevere hated him, she had to admit he was a handsome man. He had soft sandy blond hair, seafoam green eyes, and an olive complexion that made them stand out even more. His full lips had her wanting a kiss when the two of them had first met.

      With a glance at their linked arms, and back to his face, she tilted her head and bit the inside of her lip to keep from smiling at Rebecca’s pout as he untangled himself from her, excusing himself. He walked up the stairs, straight to her. Guinevere noticed how everyone parted for him, giving him room. When he reached her side, he gave her a smile and brought her hand to his lips. “Milady, you look beautiful tonight.”

      “Thank you,” she said politely. “I was just thinking the same about Rebecca.”

      “Guinevere, you know her beauty pales compared to yours. She was just expressing her interest in being one of your lady companions, once we finally take our vows.”

      She couldn’t help the laugh that escaped her.

      “The arrogance of men never ceases to surprise me,” Guinevere replied giving him an overly bright smile while she watched the color drain from his. Replaced with an angry flush, she watched as he narrowed his eyes and felt his grip on her hand tighten. Did he really think she would agree to have his mistress as one of her companions?

      When he recovered from her words he turned so that they were both facing the crowd, fake smiles plastered on both of their faces as the crowd cheered. She could feel Rebecca’s gaze on her. If looks could kill, she bet she would have gone up in flames.

      Greggory led her down the stairs to the King and Queen. As they walked to the throne, the King whispered to both women on his arm. The women untangled themselves from him before crossing in front of the Queen in a sign of disrespect as they walked away.

      When Guinevere and Greggory stood before them Guinevere smiled at the Queen. She had to look hard to see the woman she had met years ago. That woman was vibrant and alive, always smiling, laughing, and often singing to herself. Outwardly, she was the same woman, only with some streaks of silver in her brown hair and a few age lines set into her face. But slowly she had seen the sunny disposition of the Queen change into a woman she didn’t recognize. Guinevere had been back for two weeks and had never once seen the Queen smile.

      “Your Highness, you look beautiful tonight,” she said.

      The first hint of a real smile graced the Queen’s lips before the King stood up and she physically backed away.

      “Guinevere, always so kind. It is no wonder that the people all love you.” The King offered her his arm and led her to near the orchestra, while she glanced over her shoulder.

      Every step they took felt like it was pulling her closer to her future, and it took more and more effort to fight the urge to run away. A hush fell over the crowd as a servant brought forth a tray with three goblets of wine. She knew he had planned it.

      She took the glass he offered her as they turned to face the crowd. Flanked between both the Prince and the King, Guinevere’s heart pounding so hard she couldn’t hear anything else as her legs shook under her. Sheer will kept her head held high. She gripped the glass tightly to keep her hand from shaking. The King raised his hand and smiled. “I am so glad you all could attend tonight to celebrate my son Prince Greggory and Princess Guinevere of Caerleon engagement. I wanted to be the first to tell you that the wedding will be held here, in a fortnight, and I wanted to take this time to invite you all personally.”

      Guinevere felt all the blood leave her face as the crowd cheered, the sound faint compared to the loud ringing in her ears, as her world began to spin. Her hand raised, as if on its own, to toast with the crowd.  As she brought the glass to her lips, she had a clear line of sight to the Queen sitting alone watching them. That need to run had almost overtaken her when Greggory grabbed her hand and brought it to his lips. He placed a soft kiss on the back of it as he held it tighter than was proper, as if sensing her need to flee.

      The rest of the night went by in a blur. Guinevere danced first with Greggory, then with the King. After that, she was passed from lord to lord, by order of importance. She dutifully danced until it was acceptable for her to leave.

      She snuck away, back up the stairs, down the long hall, and to her room. When she opened the door, Elizabeth was sitting in the chair by the window doing her needlepoint. Her friend looked up, and the smile left her face.  “What happened?”

      “The King announced our wedding is to take place in a fortnight,” she said as she made her way to the bed and sank onto it.

      Elizabeth put down her needlepoint and walked over to the cabinet. Guinevere closed her eyes, hoping when she opened them she would be just waking up from a nightmare. She reached up and pulled on the neckline of her dress, trying to loosen it so she could catch her breath.  “Elizabeth, I would rather die than end up like the Queen. When we were little I remember hearing her laughter down the halls and tonight she sat there staring into nothing as the King’s mistresses clung to him like ivory on the castle walls.”

      The floorboard squeaked, and Guinevere opened her eyes to see Elizabeth standing before her, a glass in her hand. She took the cup and brought it to her lips. The smell of the bourbon made her nose tingle before she took a sip. It burned on the way down. She gasped, sitting straighter, her eyes bulging as she fought to catch her breath.

      The burning was enough to bring her out of her frozen state and she noticed how Elizabeth’s lips had quirked into an amused smile. Giving her friend a mock glare, she handed the cup back to her.

      Elizabeth turned away to put up the cup. “Are we done feeling sorry for yourself?”

      “My throat is on fire, but yes I know there is nothing to gain by my little pity party,” she said, noticing for the first time that she was still facing away from her.

      She finished whatever she was doing, and then took her seat next to the window again. “What are you going to do?” she asked, taking a sip of bourbon.

      “Probably learn to drink bourbon like you and your dad before I kill myself.” She reached up and slowly began to remove the pins from her hair that Elizabeth had so carefully put in earlier. When her father had told her he couldn’t get her out of the marriage contract, she had begged him not to make her follow through. She had even asked to become a nun. He’d told her that if she didn’t follow through that thousands of their people would die. When she nodded in understanding, a tear slid down his weathered cheek, and she had hugged him tight. She knew then that she had no choice.

      “Are we staying in tonight?” Elizabeth asked.

      With a shake of her head, Guinevere stood. “No, help me out of this dress. Your father should have the horses ready for us and with everyone in the castle at the ball, sneaking out tonight should be easy.”
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      Arthur and Lancelot made camp that night several hours out of town. With a whistle, Wulf showed up at his side. Wulf was Minx and Snow’s youngest grandson, and always traveled with him. Arthur’s father had rescued a wolf alpha, Snow, and his brother, and over the years the pack of wolves had grown. Arthur scratched behind Wulf’s ear as he carried a large rabbit between his teeth.

      “You caught us dinner,” he said.

      Lancelot chuckled. “I swear you live a charmed life, Arthur. Women throw themselves at you, your pet brings you dinner, and there is not a cloud in the sky.”

      He shook his head as he skinned the rabbit, while Lancelot started a fire. His father had taught him to cook rabbit when they’d gone trapping. “I am not sure why my mother was so dead set against the two of us traveling to Camelot to sell those furs. We’ve made double what we would have made in one of the smaller villages.” Arthur said while prepping the rabbit for the fire.

      “Probably the same reason my mother is. She thinks we will give all our money to the women like Colley and others like her.” Lancelot said with a big wolfish grin.

      Arthur shrugged, “Even stopping there we still made more money than ever before.”

      As the rabbit sat over the fire cooking, Arthur leaned back against the tree and stared at the colors of the fire. His thoughts drifted to earlier when he’d met the beautiful Guinevere. Lancelot had called her the Ice Princess. After seeing her with those children, Arthur had asked around and he doubted those rumors he’d heard about her punishing children and setting them to work sewing her clothes. Although he wondered where she took the children, he didn’t get the impression it was anywhere to hurt them.

      The horses neighed, drawing Arthur out of his thoughts. He looked at Wulf, and then pointed to the woods. The wolf ran into the woods and he knew he would stay close enough to be called back if needed. He moved the sword closer to himself, covering it with the blanket while Lancelot slid his blades into the underside of his gauntlet.

      He was about to turn his attention back to the fire, when the clap of horse’s hooves on the forest floor stopped him. Perking his ear, Arthur could make out at least one carriage approaching. Within moments, two men wearing armor and the familiar red and gold colors of Camelot approached.

      Lancelot didn’t look up but turned the rabbit on the fire. His dark hair fell over his eyes, which Arthur knew were still taking everything in.

      “It is illegal to hunt on the King’s land,” the older of the two of the guards informed him.

      He noticed Toothless there was missing almost all his teeth when the guard spoke, and the rounded belly made him think he hadn’t missed many meals or been required to do any real work for a long time. In fact, he doubted the man did much more than ride on his horse and bark orders.

      “Oh, well, good thing I brought this rabbit with me,” he said.

      The second guard had a set of ears that looked like he could hear a mouse fart and his lips quirked in amusement. Toothless, the one who had spoken in the first place, shot Arthur a glare. “You expect us to believe you traveled with a dead rabbit for what is a two-day ride through the King’s land? What kind of fools do you take us for?” The guard spat at him as he brought his horse closer.

      The guard lowered his sword, and then poked Lancelot in the back. “Hand me that rabbit,” he barked.

      His cousin turned slightly and quirked an eyebrow in Arthur’s direction. When he nodded, Lancelot reached out and grabbed the end of the spit and held it up. Toothless used his sword to stab through the fleshy part of the rabbit, and then raised it to eye level.

      “Looks like the King’s rabbit to me,” he said before taking a bite.

      With a smile, Arthur slid his hand under his blanket and gripped his sword. Lancelot shifted in the corner of his vision. He darted his gaze at him, and his cousin shook his head. Arthur nodded his understanding and let go of the sword. He pressed his lips together as the guards enjoyed several more bites of the rabbit. In the distance, a horse snorted, and he peered into the woods. Another group of guards appeared from behind a tree, guiding a group of horses that appeared to be pulling a heavy wagon.

      A young commander pulled up and glanced between Arthur and the guards. “What do we have here?”.

      “Just found these two here. They apparently decided to hunt on the King’s land Commander Skye.” The older guard, Toothless, offered the rabbit he had on his sword to the guard whose uniform showed he was their commander.

      Commander Skye was about ten years younger than Toothless and Ears. He didn’t have the tell-tale rounded bulge the other two men had, and easily dismounted from his horse to look down at them. Arthur had to tilt his head to look him in the eye as the Commander stood over them as if sizing them up. There was something almost unnerving about being this close to him. The man smirked and his skin crawled. “Do you know the penalty for being caught hunting on these lands?”

      He shook his head. “Like I told your friend there, I didn’t hunt on these lands.”

      “Do you know what the penalty is for your insolence?” the commander asked with a glower.

      “I’m guessing it’s not just letting us go on our merry way and eat the rabbit we didn’t hunt in these lands,” Arthur
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