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There he was. Prince Gavin de Fuchness.  

He hated the "de Fuchness" part. I knew that about him. His family surname was Matilly, but in this part of the kingdom, titles for Princes, Lords and Barons stemmed from the land. In this case, Fuchness was the town closest to the castle, so Prince Gavin Matilly was referred to as Prince Gavin de Fuchness. 

Gavin was my closest friend. He was a tall, imposing young man with blonde hair that he liked to wear long, even though it made the hats he sometimes had to wear look silly. He liked the look of the slim royal saber he kept at his side, but he hated to use it, and rarely had to. He knew how to fight, though. We'd gotten in some scuffs together that I wouldn't have lasted seconds in without his swift and strong strikes on my side. 

I just looked at him for a moment. Long, blonde hair shining in the sun like it was woven from gems. His shoulders, so strong and broad, filling out his silken, deep red-and-purple shirt. The buttons up top undone, letting his collarbones and chest show through. His eyes, dark but kind, astute and full of wonder. 

In case you couldn't tell, I was in love with Gavin. 

There was only one problem. I was a man.

My name is Mathias. Gavin is a year older than I am, at twenty-one years old. I'm not quite as regal as Gavin is, but then, I'm not a prince. I'm shorter than he is, and my hair is dark and often dirty from smithing in my father's workshop. The same can be said of my face and arms; often covered in soot. I was strong, but not like Gavin; he was trained and sure, and I was clumsy unless it was with a hammer and tongs. 

It was unusual, to be sure, for a young prince and a blacksmith's apprentice to be friends. Even more unusual for one to be in love with the other. But that was my life, and I loved it. Even if it was frustrating. 

"Gavin!" I called, running up the slope of the hill to the garden that lay astride the castle. I had already been looking for him inside the castle, making sure to stay clear of his father, but I hadn't been able to find him in there, so I came out to the garden. Such a gorgeous day, of course he would be here. 

Gavin was facing away from me, but turned with a knowing smile on his face at the sound of my voice.

"Mathias," he chided, grinning, "I thought I saw you heading into the castle."

I stopped short of him, next to the rosebush he had been walking past. "You saw me? Why didn't you stop me? Oh, you toad!"

Gavin laughed. He had wanted me to run into his father, the king, a man who just did not like me and disapproved heavily of mine and Gavin's friendship. And Gavin much enjoyed seeing his father rattled, so he was happy to let me fall into that awkward little encounter.

"Did you happen to see father?"

I rolled my eyes. "No, King Edward was busy elsewhere, I'm sure. I talked to Bella, and she said you were on the grounds." Bella was one of the friendlier servants in the castle. Even though I'd never told her, I had a feeling she knew what I thought of Gavin. As in, what I thought of him. She always giggled around me like she had a little secret, especially when I asked about Gavin. 

"Ah, Bella, ruiner of fun," Gavin said, and then he clapped me on the shoulder. I tried not to make it obvious how much I liked his hand on me. "Please tell me that you are here to shoot with me, Mathias. There's no one else in this whole damned castle who likes to fire arrows."

"I was going to check the range for you if Bella hadn't steered me right," I said, giving him a teasing glare. "Let's go."

The two of us walked side-by-side around the left-hand swell of the castle to reach the covered archery range that was built in the back fields. I loved this place; it was well-managed and beautiful, with a long raised platform from which to shoot arrows into the hay-filled targets at up to one hundred yards (though I couldn't come within 5 yards of hitting those no matter how hard I tried). And the sturdy roof built over the platform meant you could practice properly even in the rain. Gavin and I often shot here together, and while he was a bit better than I was, I was never discouraged. It was just fun to be with him. 

I glanced over at Gavin, then broke into a run.

"Hey!" Gavin yelled, then I heard him laugh as he started to run after me. 

I flew over the grass and leapt up the five short steps to the archery platform, then ran across the far end to where the best bow was hung. Gavin was hot on my tail, but I had a head start, and I grabbed the bow from the wall and turned to look at him with a triumphant grin.

"Mine!" I said.

"Ha," Gavin panted, "you would need the good bow to try to beat me."

"Oh, are you saying that you need it to beat me?" I teased.

Gavin grabbed another bow from the wall. "You're on."

We burned the afternoon shooting arrows, laughing, crowing at each other. My father probably could have used me back at the smithery, but that seemed unimportant compared to this. Every second I spent with Gavin, I fell further and more hopelessly in love. 

I was in bed that night, fresh off a bout of yelling from my father about being here when I needed him, and thinking about Gavin, as I so often did. I could never tell him how I felt. And I was sure he wasn't...of the same persuasion I was. Gavin often shared stories of his sexual conquests with me, and not one of them had even hinted at a liaison with someone of the same sex. 

And perhaps it was a little shameful, but I would call upon thoughts of those stories when I was alone in my bed, in my nightclothes or nothing at all. I would think about Gavin, naked, on top of some woman. His hard cock, thrusting in and out of her. His sturdy, muscled frame holding his lover with tender care. Or, perhaps less-than-tender...maybe he was rough, his hand on her throat, fingers in her hair, sucking on her neck...

These thoughts brought my hand down to my own crotch before I knew it, and I was not surprised to see how hard I was down there already. Gavin had quite the effect on me.

Was it wrong, using his stories on conquest for my own pleasure? A violation of trust, of privacy? What would Gavin think if he knew that I was thinking about him and pleasuring myself, wishing that I could be the woman underneath his strong arms?

"Oh, Gavin," I murmured to myself, sliding my hand up and down my arousal. I was about to explode, in more ways than one. My head was filled with images of Gavin—naked, sweating, shining, his perfect body glistening for me. But also images of him from earlier in the day, laughing and smiling while we fired our arrows, his feigned outrage when I landed a shot closer than he did—all of it. I was bursting from passion and love.

I bit my lip and screamed his name inside of my head while I released myself all over my hand and crotch, surging into that passion, and when I was spent, I cleaned up and lied back in bed, exhausted. I closed my eyes and hoped I would dream of Gavin. I'd done it before, and it had been wonderful every time.

But when I awoke, I didn't remember my dreams, which wasn't that unusual for me. I wished I had had a memorable one with Gavin, but the reality of the day was rearing its head a little more. Today wouldn't be as fun as yesterday, with no room for running off and being with Gavin. We had a lot of orders to fill in the shop, and my father was already cross with me for slacking off yesterday. I had to make it up to him today.

It was the crack of dawn, which meant I was running a little behind, so I skipped breakfast and hurried next door to our shop, grabbing my smock off its hanging peg in the beaten but homey smithery. 

"About time, Matty," my father said. His voice was gruff—it didn't used to be as gruff, but inhaling hot ash for years will change the way a man speaks. He was a burly, swarthy man who could probably bite a hot coal in half without wincing. I loved him as a son does, but it was clear I wasn't the apprentice he wanted me to be. And with mother having died years ago, he wouldn't be getting the son he needed to carry on the shop after he was gone, so he was determined to try to make me into some caliber of what he was.

Honestly, I tried my best, but my heart wasn't in it. Archery was a passion of mine, but I couldn't tell father that. Anything less than a bastard sword was a waste of time to him. He didn't even like filling orders for daggers.

As fate would have it, the first order of the day was for arrowheads. I heard the sigh in my father's voice as he spoke. 

"We need shafts. I'll work on the damned heads, but we're short on wood. Take off the smock and go fetch us some, boy."

"Okay, father," I said, hanging up the smock that I had just finished tying around my waist. I was happy to run out into the forest rather than work the bellows for him.

"Fast!" he called after me as I bolted out the door and down the sleepy village street. 

"Yes!" I cried. The forest was south, directly out of the village, and I hurried down the dirt path until it gave way to
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