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PREFACE










HE WAS COVERED in a fine spray of blood. It decorated his clothes and his handsome, youthful features. He stared down at the body at his feet as if he could not understand how it had come to be there, even though it was obvious, even though both of them knew that he had done it.

This beautiful young man in front of her, who she loved more than her own soul, had committed murder.

He was shaking.

She rushed forward, prying the weapon out of his hands. “Give that to me,” she said.

He let her, but he could not seem to take his eyes off the corpse, and he didn’t acknowledge her.

“Look at me,” she whispered.

Still, he did not.

“I will fix this,” she said to him. “You are my heart and soul, and I would do anything for you. Do you trust me?”

He turned his beautiful eyes on her. “Of course,” he whispered.









































years earlier…




















CHAPTER ONE










THE DAY THAT the invaders came from the north, the priestesses of Fadh all retreated to the top of the tower in the temple. The men went to meet the invaders, armed with weapons. The priestesses hid themselves away, and they brought with them the women and children of Gaen. 

From the vantage point of the top point of the tower, Catriona of the Lach, the high priestess, could see it as the invaders came ashore, as they pushed out of their boats and climbed out onto the rocky beach, brandishing their bows and swords.

And then the vessels they had come on—the massive longboats, too big for a human to ever create—began to explode.

She had never seen anything like it before, and she didn’t even have words for it.

It sounded like thunder. There were flashes like lightning.  

But somehow, the boats’ explosions hurled out projectiles—perfectly round spheres that came through the air at speeds too fast for thought itself—and they took off the Gaen men’s heads at the shoulders and sawed them in half, leaving them bloody messes of entrails barely connected with whatever was left of their spines. 

It was over far too quickly.

This was partly because their men fled—what was left of them, anyway. They dove into the forest and disappeared into the branches and leaves, and there was no impediment to the invaders as they came for the tower.

Of course they were coming for the tower. They could see it, rising high above the tree line, and they made straight for it. If she could see them, they could see the tower. It was a beacon, calling to them.

Catriona was in shock.

She had known that the invaders were nearly godlike with their weapons. She had heard stories from nearby countries who had been overturned in an afternoon, just like this, but seeing it was something else. 

Where was the god?

She had gone looking for him in the sacred groves, night after night, because they had known this would happen. Well, not everyone had been certain, but she had. When she heard that the chieftain of Gaen had continually sabotaged and torn down whatever it was the invaders were trying to build on the other side of the shore, she had known the invaders would retaliate.

Had anyone asked her opinion, she would have said to leave the invaders be. So, they were building something on the shore. What did it matter? 

No one asked her, of course.

No one thought war the domain of high priestesses, even if they did think her the mouthpiece of the god.

No, she would have needed the god to appear to the people, a large group, and she would have had to convince Fadh that he must tell them to save themselves, and Fadh… well, he was a god, wasn’t he? He was so very out of touch with everything, and nothing really mattered to him. He did not care about death or pain or…

She wasn’t certain he cared about the people who worshiped him at all.

He liked fucking his priestesses, of course. That was plain. 

Perhaps, deep down, in the center of every man, it was always only about his cock. Catriona could not be certain. 

And perhaps she oughtn’t be so severe on men either. It was not as if she had not seen women make entirely stupid decisions that seemed driven entirely by their desire for fucking as well.

At any rate, the god had not appeared, not in the sacred groves, not further into the forest, not even at the Lach of Sorrows, from which he had given her a name, where she had come upon him bathing all those years ago.

The god had risen up out of the water in the late light of evening, a perfectly formed man, his muscles gleaming almost silver as the water sluiced over them, as it dripped off his antlers, which rose up from the top of his head.

Fadh, the stagman, god of Gaen.

She could see him.

Not everyone could, or so he claimed, but Catriona had decided this was perhaps not entirely true, because she had yet to meet someone to whom the god was actually invisible. The folklore went that if Fadh appeared to a young woman, and if she could see him, it meant that she was marked to be his priestess. 

The way Fadh claimed his priestesses was with his cock, and Catriona had decided that the idea that being able to see him marked a girl as special was part of Fadh’s way of overriding any protests before they could be made.

No, young lady, who is already in love with the boy of the neighboring farm, you cannot fight this, for you are mine, and it is decreed by the fact you can see me. Do not fight me, therefore. Fadh didn’t even have to say this. It was simply understood.

He hadn’t said anything to her.

He’d climbed out of the lach, put his hand on her face, tracing her lips with his thumb, and his touch had sent odd sparking currents of pleasure through her—it was true that being with the god was different than being with a human man—and then he had pressed her down against the bank of the lach, lifted her skirts, and had her right then and there.

She’d found the experience both overwhelming and underwhelming. Far more intense than she had imagined and also less in some way. It had seemed so… mundane in the end, just skin, just bodies. She had expected it to feel like more, to feel as if it was threaded through with meaning, because people made such a furor about it. 

Perhaps, this—in the end—was why she was so severe on everyone about fucking. She simply didn’t feel as if she quite even understood it. The desire for it had never turned her head.

She was waiting on the steps of the temple when the invaders arrived.

She had taken five minutes in front of a mirror to tidy her hair, which was braided and coiled on the top of her head, a style worn exclusively by the high priestess, reminiscent of a crown. She had also thrown her finest cape over the simple priestess garb she wore. The cape was embroidered with shimmering threads, and its midnight blue fabric provided a contrast between the gold and silver. It marked her as regal, as a force to be reckoned with, and she wasn’t sure what she intended to do—what she could do—but she must try to do something.

The courtyard in front of the temple was full of the northern men. They were taller and hairier than the men of Gaen. Their hair was lighter. Most of them had brown hair, but not as dark as the people of Gaen, and some of them had hair the color of honey or hair the color of carrots, and one man, one man at the front of everything, had hair an entirely wrong color.

It was blue.

Fae, she thought, for she’d heard stories of the far off islands, the Eeslia, across the sea, where the fae people lived. But why was the fae man with the northern invaders?

The fae was talking to a man with honey-colored hair. The man was dressed just like the other men, but the way that they all kept back from him, the way they bowed their heads as they addressed him, it marked him as someone important.

That man turned and lifted his hands, halting the men, and he looked up at her.

He beckoned for the blue-haired man to follow him. The fae was not dressed like a warrior. He was swathed in dark robes, robes that seemed to gleam when the light caught them.

The honey-haired man came up the steps, the fae man trailing behind.

Catriona stood still, at the top of the steps, looking down on them with an expression she hoped was one of disdain, not sheer terror. She really didn’t know what she was going to do. She wasn’t sure how bad the danger was. She knew that there had been an invasion down the coast—some northern invaders there, but there were so many of these awful countries across the seas, and they all had the boats and the thunder balls and she didn’t know if they were the same invaders. Down the coast, they had stabbed the women and stabbed the infants in their cradles and even slaughtered all the livestock for their feast to celebrate their victory.

Please, please, don’t kill us all, she thought at the men who approached.

The man stopped. He was still on the steps, probably four steps below her. He looked up at her. He drew in a breath. He began to speak, and he spoke in accented Gressan, which was a language known here, because the country of Gressa had once built roads here, had once demanded tribute be sent each year to its capital. But Gressa had fallen under these same northern invaders. Gressa had been crushed, and so would they all.

“I am looking for the person in charge,” he said.

It took her a moment to make sense of his accent. He pronounced the words very differently than they would here, and her own Gressan was rusty. 

He continued to speak. “Is that you?”

“I am the high priestess of this temple,” she said eventually. Perhaps she was in charge. She had seen the chieftain of Gaen pulverized by one of the thunder balls. There was nothing much left of him anymore.

He furrowed his brow, apparently having similar difficulty parsing her words, but eventually he nodded. “There is no priest?” 

The fae man walked past the other man, climbing the steps toward her, and he spoke rapidly in her own language, pronouncing it perfectly. “We have no intention of causing any harm to women and children. Are there men here with weapons that we must be concerned about? If you conceal it from us, you will pay the price and so will innocent lives.”

The first man, with the honey-colored hair, climbed up and placed his hand on the fae’s shoulder. He spoke to him in another language entirely—the guttural language of the north.

The fae spoke back to him, but he kept his eyes on Catriona all the time.

The honey-haired man turned back to her. “There is no priest?”

“No,” said Catriona.

The fae spoke Gressan. “I have told you that they do not have men in service of their god. It is not that way.”

The honey-haired man smiled an amused smile as he continued to address Catriona. “He has told me a number of things about the service of your god, and I find I cannot believe they are all true. Are you all for sale, you priestesses?”

She swallowed. “We serve Gaen, and we take tithes, and—”

“Men tithe and then they get to fuck you,” said the honey-haired man, his eyes darkening as he looked at her. “Is that true?”

“Herrick, is this what we concern ourselves with first?” said the fae, clearly annoyed.

Catriona licked her lips. “Why do you ask?”

“How much is a tithe?”

She looked out at the sea of northern men. “There are not enough of us to go around,” she whispered. “Please, there are women here, just women with their children, wives of men you have rendered fresh corpses, and please, do not ask us to… please do not force…” Oh, she should not have pleaded in this way! A wave of emotion cut into her, stopping her voice. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and she was ashamed of herself.

The honey-haired man bowed his head, flinching.

“Other men with weapons,” repeated the fae in her own language. “Are they here?”

She shook her head.

“If we find you’re lying,” said the fae, “you’ll regret it. Stop crying.”

She turned to him.

“He wants you, and he won’t have you if you’re crying, and he needs to have a woman under him. It’s been too long, and I won’t deal with his mood otherwise. Stop crying.”

She went stiff. Her tears stopped.

“What are you saying to her?” said the honey-haired man.

“We’re discussing how much you’ll pay to fuck her,” said the fae. 

The honey-haired man shook his head. “Oh, the gods smite you, Elske, I couldn’t—”

“You will pay,” said the fae. “You will tithe to her god.” He turned back to Catriona. “And you and your priestesses will serve the officers as you serve any men in Gaen.”

“You will not hurt us?” breathed Catriona.

“We will tithe,” said the fae. “No one who is not a priestess will be touched.”

She swallowed, but she nodded. “Ten dracs is often standard,” she said. Gressan currency was still in use here.

“We have Emmessian silver,” said the fae, coming out with a purse. He opened it and counted out coins.

Silver? Yes, so the equivalent would be less than ten, maybe two, considering the size of the coins.

“How many priestesses?” said the fae.

“Twelve of us,” she said.

The fae handed over the entire purse. “I’ll get the rest and send it with King Herrick.” He nodded to the honey-haired man.

“What are you saying?” said King Herrick. “Speak Gressan, would you?”

The fae turned to him. He spoke Gressan. “Twelve women.” But he didn’t say women. He used a Gressan word that meant temple prostitute, which was not the same thing as what the priestesses were here. Temple prostitutes had worked outside temples, plying their trade on pilgrims who’d come to make sacrifices to the Gressan gods. 

What Catriona and her women did was sacred work, and it assisted the community. They initiated young men into sexual activity, teaching them how to please women, making sure that when they married, they would be good lovers. Women often sent their husbands to the priestesses to work out their wayward tendencies. If a man was given to drinking at the taverns or lazing about or gambling away the household’s money, he was sent for a night with a priestess, who reminded him of his sacred duty to women. It was not… sex was part of it, but…

Catriona kept her mouth shut, though. She didn’t care what they called them or whether or not they were used like common whores, not if they would take what they wanted and go and leave everyone alive.

“Enough for the officers,” said the fae.

“What of the rest of the men?” said the king.

The fae shook his head. “Tell them to bugger each other like Vostrians, I don’t know, but if we go through Gaen raping the women of the men we just killed while their sons look on, it’s never going to be over, and we need the dock.” He looked up at Catriona. “I’m afraid the houses will be ransacked, however, food taken. Keep the women and children inside the temple, if you please.”

Catriona gave him a sharp nod.

“Apologies for this, high priestess,” said the fae. “It’s not personal.”










CHAPTER TWO




“I WON’T TOUCH you,” said King Herrick. He was in the middle of unbuckling the armor that he wore, wincing as he eased it off. 

They were in the chamber where Catriona spent time with men, not her bedchamber, but a room for the high priestess to use with the men who came to her. It was small but clean, and it did contain a bed, swathed in sheets and blankets, fine as befit her station. Truly, Catriona had become the high priestess partly because she was rarely called upon for this sort of duty. It was usually relegated to the lower priestesses. She had to deal with Fadh, of course. The god must have his way with her body whenever he wished. But otherwise, she belonged to herself, which was how she preferred it.

The northern king was not unpleasant to look at.

She wasn’t even sure where that thought had come from, or when she’d had it. She hated herself for having it. So, that was likely why she said the next thing she said to him. “Oh, are you hurt? Did you get wounded while you were sending those thunder balls out of your boats? I thought you were all simply standing around and watching men’s heads fly off.”

“Cannons,” he corrected, but was that Gressan? It sounded like a word from his northern language. Under the armor, he had on something leather that he was unbuckling. “I can see why you might associate them with thunder. But it’s only… well, it’s the reason we need the dock here. It’s too long a journey to go to trade with Innia for the saltpeter and this is the perfect halfway point, and all we want is to stop off here, spend coin in your taverns. Your people kept tearing down all our work, and I had to do something.”

She pressed her lips together.

He tugged off the leather, and his shirt beneath was stained brownish red.

She flinched. “You are wounded.”

“I’m fine,” he muttered.

She rushed forward, lifting his shirt to see. “Here.” She tugged him across the room to the water basin sitting on a stand in the corner. She wiped at the smeared blood to find that he was scabbed up beneath. The wound was not deep. He was also hairy. Honey-colored curls over his stomach. She touched them. They were coarse. They stirred her in some strange way. She’d never seen a man so… so furred, like a wolf. She let go of his bloodied shirt. She backed up, hugging her elbows. “If they had asked me, I would have told them to let it all be.”

He eyed her. “My country is covered in snow and ice for seven months of the year. There are a number of things we need in order to survive. Trade routes are important. I had to do something,” he said again.

She leveled her gaze at him. “Do you want me to say that I understand? That I absolve you?”

“Is that not what priestesses are for?”

Her breath caught in her throat. 

“Have I not brought a tithe? Minister to me, then.” He raised his eyebrows.

Why did that…? She squared her shoulders. This man was her enemy, and she was the treasured favorite of a god, and she had been with many men, so why was this one affecting her in a way she’d never been affected before? “For absolution, you must first repent,” she said, but she said it in her own language not Gressan.

He furrowed his brow, not understanding.

She shook her head. “You are not sorry,” she said in Gressan. “You had to do something, you say.”

“So I did,” he said. “I did have to. But that doesn’t mean I enjoyed it.”

Her lips parted.

“I was barely able to grow a beard when my father was killed. He was on one of these sorts of expeditions, ensuring trade routes. He was gone all the time. I hardly knew the man. And then he was dead, and I was the king, and there were thousands of people all looking to me to take care of them. Put food in their belly, make it right when their crops don’t grow, intercede on their behalf with the gods, for if the king has the gods’ favor, then we will prosper. All my responsibility.” He shook his head. “You’re a high priestess. Do you know about responsibility?”

She did know. She found she could not meet his gaze.

It was quiet.

“I won’t touch you,” he said again. “But I feel as if I should stay long enough that it seems as though I have. Better that Elske thinks I’m sated. He takes a dim view of me in so very many ways, and he seems to believe I’m sharper if I’m partaking in women’s charms regularly.”

She licked her lips. “That’s not what it’s about.”

He gave her a confused look. “Hmm?”

She took a step toward him, her voice unsteady. “As you say, you have tithed. I am to minister to you.”

He lifted his chin. His breath came out noisy. He said something in his northern language, and then switched to Gressan. “You don’t have to do anything.”

“No, it’s my sacred duty,” she said. “It’s my responsibility. It won’t be about your delighting in my charms, though. I daresay I won’t be charming.”

“Won’t you?” His eyes flashed with curiosity. “What will you be?”

“You…” She drew in a breath, trying to feel like a high priestess. Usually, on the rare occasion she did this, she was afforded respect. There was an eagerness, of course, and she pleasured the men, but they were privileged to be with her. They obeyed her. She was in charge. “You take off everything and lie down there.”

“Are you sure?” he said, his voice husky.

“If you will submit to being ministered to,” she said. “I get the impression you’re not much used to submitting.”

His eyes darkened in desire. His voice was thick. “You will take control of me, then, high priestess?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

He shrugged out of his clothes quickly, and he was hairy all over. There was so much hair. Gaen men had hair on their arms and legs, dark fine hair that lay against their skin, but this hair was light and curly and it was a halo around him. 

His cock was hard and huge and pink.

Looking at him made her body tight. Sometimes, yes, men looked good to her. Fadh, he was beautiful, but this… 

This was different, and she didn’t know why.

The northern king—her enemy—lay down on the bed, face up, hard cock pointing at the ceiling, and his breath came out in harsh, echoing gasps. “This is…” He said a word in the northern language. 

She approached him, shrugging off her garb, revealing her body to him.

He groaned. “This is likely the most erotic experience of my life.”

She climbed over him, straddling him.

He reached for her breasts.

She caught his wrists and pressed them over his head, holding them down against the bed.

He let out another groan, shutting his eyes. 

“Before you couple with the priestess,” she breathed, following the script that she had been given, “you must see to her pleasure. This is the way men and women must come together. So it is decreed.”

He opened his eyes. “How do I…?” He tugged on his hands, not really trying to lift them, for they both could feel he was far stronger than she was, and that she wasn’t truly imprisoning him.

“It’s up to you. You may use your fingers or mouth or both. But until I am satisfied, there is no satisfaction for you.” If a man had come to the temple because of some other indiscretion, this speech would be mixed in with some instruction about putting his household first—taking care of his wife and children and then seeking his own pleasure, for this was the way of harmony between men and women, so it was decreed.

“My hands seem to be trapped,” he said with a little smile.

She let go of his wrists, sitting up over him. Her bare sex brushed against his belly, against his coarse hair.

He touched her breasts.

She sighed.

He pinched her nipple.

“Gently,” she said.

“Apologies,” he said. But he didn’t try again. He abandoned her breasts all together and delved between her thighs. He attempted to wedge his hand there. “How am I to please you if you are blocking my path?”

“I’m not,” she said, because her clitoris was quite accessible.

“But you are,” he said. “If I’m to put my fingers inside you—”

“Inside is a privilege you have not earned,” she said sternly.

He gave her an odd look. “But you just said that I needed to see to your pleasure, and—”

“Do you know nothing of how to please a woman?” 

He sputtered. “But…”

“Women’s bodies are made to give men pleasure, yes, but men earn that right by pleasing women first,” she said. 

He furrowed his brow, looking even more confused.

She was confused too. She picked up his hand and put it to the apex of her quim. “Men and women have their centers of pleasure seated in the same spot.” She reached back behind her and fisted his cock. Then she pressed his hand against her clitoris. 

“They do?” He was utterly flummoxed. “What is this?” He rubbed her clitoris.

She gasped, because it felt good—though it didn’t have any right to feel that good, because he was… obviously he was an idiot about it, utterly unskilled, completely ignorant. To not know what this was? 

“Clitoris,” she said, and then realized she was saying it in her own language. She fumbled about. Did she know this word in Gressan? Ah, then, yes, there it was. She spoke the Gressan word.

“Oh,” he said in understanding. “Oh, of course.” He was still rubbing her there. “It’s like a cock?”

“I don’t know if it…” She gasped. What was he doing?

He had taken her clitoris between his thumb and forefinger and was stroking the length of it, and that was nice. She’d never done that to herself before, and mostly what she instructed men to do was to mimic her own movements here, and—of course—Fadh never much bothered with anything beyond his own pleasure. He was a god. 

With men, truthfully, she often just faked it after she felt as if they’d put in enough effort, because it took a long time for her to find a release anyway, and it was awkward with some strange man who was frightened of her and who she didn’t even know, and—

Oh, that was very nice.

“But what about this part?” he whispered, thumbing her somewhere delicious. 

She cried out.

“Perhaps this is like the head,” he murmured, rubbing his finger over her. 

God, she was slick now. She was soaking his finger. She moaned.

He returned to stroking the length of her clitoris, and it seemed to be getting longer, like… was it like a cock?

“How am I doing, high priestess?” he gasped.

But she… words… she jutted her hips into him. She was far too close to her summit, and she couldn’t make sense of that. She could never get herself there this quickly. Well, perhaps, sometimes, just a fluke, it could be quick, but usually, no, it was a commitment of time and effort to wrest a climax out of her body, and she didn’t bother with it too often. 

How long had it been since she’d even had a release?

“You like that?” His voice was scoured at the edges. He lifted his head, half sitting up, catching her gaze.

She moaned.

He smiled at her—rakish, pleased with himself—and he was the most attractive man she’d ever seen in her life.

“Circles,” she managed. “Make circles.”

“Like this?” His voice was strained, his fingers working her, circling her.

She cried out.

He captured one of her nipples with his mouth. He bit down—not gentle at all.

Her quim clenched.

He felt it and let out a little noise against her breast. He bit her again.

Pleasure swelled, a bubble coming up from deep water to burst. She twitched and exploded against his thick fingers—he had hair on the backs of his fingers, that same curly, coarse hair—and she let go, moaning out her release as he continued to circle her.

She seized his fingers, stopped his movement, pressed him against herself.

He panted.

She whimpered.

He kissed her.

She surrendered to his mouth, letting out soft sighs against the slippery invasion of his tongue.

And by the time the kiss was over, he’d turned them on the bed, and he was between her thighs, rubbing his hardness through the lips of her quim, teasing her sensitive clit with his stiff erection.

She threw back her head.

He reached between them. “And? Have I earned this?”

“Please,” she groaned. “Please.” She had never wanted to be filled so much as she did at that precise moment. She felt untethered and lost, confused and wondering. Had she simply been doing it wrong all this time? Is this why people did such stupid things for the sake of fucking? 

It must be.

But why him?

Why now?

Why…?

Oh, god, he slipped into her, and he was thick and warm and the heft of him, the intrusion of him, it made her eyes roll back in her head.

His mouth found hers, and then he kissed her jaw, her earlobe, her temple. He gasped against her skin. “You’re so wet, high priestess.”

Well, she thought wryly, that’ll happen when you touch a woman’s clitoris. But she couldn’t string together so many words, and she simply ran her hands over him, over the fur all over his body—over her northern wolf lover—who had wrung these sensations from her. 

“Conquered,” was what she said, but she said it in her language.

“Hmm?” he said, working himself inside her.

She kissed him again.




ELSKE THE FORMIDABLE had the moniker “formidable” primarily because of his magic. He wasn’t useless with a sword, but he wasn’t what one might call skilled either. He had been given the opportunity to train with Herrick when they were young, but he had never taken to it quite the way the other boys had.

When the magic came, sometime in his adolescence, it was a relief, for he had always been slight and his features delicate. His lack of any real skill at fighting left him vulnerable. The magic was something to make him formidable. Frightening. 

That was what Elske strove to do. To scare others into not abusing him.

He was a bastard and so as a child, he’d been addressed by his mother’s surname, but that had all been left behind. He didn’t want to be thought of in that way, as a man with parents like the rest of them. He wanted to be singular, magical, and terrifying. Best if no one concerned themselves with how he had come to be.

His father had been fae, but Elske had never met the man.

His mother had been taken into the fae’s bed one night. His mother had been lady-in-waiting to the queen. Herrick’s mother. The women had been close, and he and Herrick had grown up practically like brothers. His mother was protected by her relationship to the queen, even though she should have been shunned and abused for her loose morals, allowing a man who was not married to her to have his way with her.

How a woman was supposed to resist some fae with death magic, Elske didn’t know.

The world was a bad world.

It was bad to women, very bad to women, but then it seemed to be bad to nearly everyone, even kings like Herrick, and there was little point in complaining. All that was to be done was to make the best of what one had.

 Elske had been abandoned by the creature who’d sown him in a human belly, and he knew nothing of what fae were or who he even was. He looked fae, of course. He was so different as to never be accepted by humans, though he had a human mother. But he also had magic from that man who’d made him and disappeared. The magic was his consolation prize. 

In addition to having magic, he had been raised practically as brother to the king. He had his advantages, and he used them to rise.

Not everyone had as many advantages as everyone else. The world was not remotely fair. But everyone had some advantage, and it wasn’t Elske’s problem if other people didn’t put them to use.

But he knew that if he didn’t see to himself, he’d likely be shunned and exiled from his home country of Emmessia, or worse—jailed for some trumped-up charge, for people distrusted what was different—or worse still, dead.

No, better if people feared him.

Currently, he was sitting by himself. Alone. He was almost always alone. People gave him a wide berth. That was one of the consequences of being feared, after all. 

He sat in a wide room in the temple in Gaen. There were women and children across the room. Many of the children stared openly at him. Some pointed, asked questions. Their mothers tucked their heads to their breasts, scolding them, frightened.

“There you are.” It was Herrick’s voice.

Elske didn’t acknowledge the king. He gazed at the frightened women and children instead. 

Herrick approached. Elske could hear his friend’s footsteps. The king stepped close to him. Herrick put a hand on his shoulder. “There was one for you. A priestess.”

“You know I don’t do that.” Yes, he could have gone into the lower level with the officers and availed himself of what they’d paid for. He hadn’t.

Herrick snorted. “Good enough for me, then, but not you.”

“We’re different.” If Elske made a bastard child in some woman’s belly… well, he wouldn’t. True, he had magic enough that he could see to such things, that he could lay his hand on the belly of a woman after he fucked her and wither whatever was waiting for his seed, stop it from ever joining, but…

Well, the thought of it all tended to make his interest in rutting wane.

“We are different,” agreed Herrick. “I want to take her with me.”

Elske turned on him, shocked. “What?”

“I don’t want to force her, but I have to have her. Can you see to that for me?”

“The high priestess? Of a god?”

“Oh, please. We haven’t seen anything wandering around—”

“I am telling you, these gods aren’t like ours. You’ll anger him. She’s not yours.”

“She is now.” Herrick shrugged, giving him a little smile. “She wants me too.”

“You paid her. She pretended.”

“No.” Herrick shook his head. “Can you do it or not?”

“You go to her. She’s your conquest.”

“No, she won’t take well to being ordered about. If she says no to me… don’t let her say no.” Herrick clapped him on the shoulder. “And fuck one of them yourself, why don’t you? It can’t be healthy for you, never indulging.” The king retreated then, not waiting for a response. He walked across the room, whistling to himself.

Lonee save him. The stupid man was serious. Irritated, Elske ran a hand through his hair as he stared in the wake of his retreating friend.

Next time, he was not coming on these excursions across the seas. Next time, he was staying at court. He wasn’t needed anyway, except for battle strategy. He’d be better used at court, running things for Herrick while the king was off blowing things to smithereens.

Well.

How was he to accomplish this feat?

He groaned.




CATRIONA WOKE ALONE, and she spent too long in the small room, lying on the bed, replaying every instant of her night with the strange, northern king. 

He’d been tired after he spent in her, his eyes heavy, his lips slow as they moved over her skin. He’d held her tightly as he drifted off to sleep, whispering things to her—mostly in the northern language, so that she couldn’t understand, but they seemed like sweet things, affectionate things.

She was tender the next morning, her muscles sore but in a pleasant way. She washed herself with a cloth between her legs. His release was still slipping out of her, and she felt that with a bit of alarm.

She had never conceived from any of her times with men, but priestesses did. Priestesses even sometimes conceived with the god. Only once in Catriona’s lifetime, and it had been when she was a young girl, before she’d become a priestess at all. The babe had not made it to term, but died in the priestess’s belly and been delivered stillborn. 

This was apparently the case more often than not. The mingling of the god and humans rarely produced a living child. There were stories, though, that Fadh had fathered a child on one of his priestesses, but very, very long ago, and that demigod child had grown to adulthood before leaving to explore the wide world. No one knew what had become of him. 

When priestesses had human children, they were raised in the temple and grew up there. Oftentimes, the girls were chosen by Fadh (were fated, the god would say) to be priestesses. The boys went back into the community in Gaen—the villages and nearby farmland—and made their own way as best they could. They were not considered sons of the men who had planted them in the bellies of priestesses and were not meant to be treated as such.

But Catriona had seen that, typically speaking, men knew when they had made a child with a priestess, and that the boys who left the temple were more often than not assisted by their fathers. It was human nature to care for one’s blood, she supposed, no matter how it all came about.

What if there was a rash of children born nine months from now, all with the blood of the northern invaders? If they were girls, it might not matter, but if they were boys… Catriona grimaced, hand to her belly. She must seek Fadh. She must find him and talk to him and get some assistance from the god. They worshiped him, so he owed them something in return.

At least the northern invaders tithed, she thought. What did Fadh do to earn his right to mount all of the priestesses?

It wasn’t the first time she’d had such thoughts about the god. She kept them to herself, of course. She was the high priestess, and it wouldn’t do for it to seem as though she was not the epitome of devotion. But the truth was, she found her relationship with Fadh to be more in line with the way her mother had glared daggers into the back of her father’s head, the way an old married couple tolerated each other, quite aware of each other’s foibles.

Of course
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