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  “You’ll grow old, fat, and die alone.” Celine tossed her ebony locks over her shoulder and gave her fair-haired sister her most-pitying stare. “So sad. But you, alas, cannot attract even the most simple of men.”


  Kyra glared at Celine, sparks shooting from her amber-colored eyes. “Oh really? You would do well to attract the keeper of the dogs. I’ve heard he has fleas. You should be so lucky.”


  Celine looked away, and her shoulders shook. When she turned back to her sister, she held up her hands. “You win. This time.” She snickered. “Fleas. Honestly.”


  Kyra grinned. “I thought you would like that. Spur of the moment it was.” She pulled her flaxen locks back into a simple braid and wound it around her head like a sunlit crown. Her skin glowed, and her golden eyes gleamed. “Do you really think Mother and Father speak of us like that?”


  Celine shrugged. “There really is no telling what our parents discuss when we are not about. And I, for one, don’t care.” She tucked her glorious black locks under a circlet and growled at the loose tendrils that always escaped. Her pale skin accented the deep blue eyes that now studied her sister.


  “I have no wish to marry. Our parents know this.”


  “Nor I.” Kyra tossed her head. “We are goddesses. Why do we need some man grasping after us and clinging to our clothes?”


  “Why indeed?” Celine shot a glance to her younger sister. “Though you seem to like Kane trailing after you.”


  “Jealous?” Kyra arched an eyebrow, and Celine snorted.


  “Never. Simply an observation.” She glanced at the sky. “We only have a few hours before our parents call us in for the evening. Let us make the most of it.” Celine closed her hand and opened it slowly. Six metal discs with a crescent moon emblazoned on them shone brightly in her palm.


  “We play for honor, sister. Do you accept?”


  Kyra closed her hand and opened it to reveal six metal discs with a blazing sun on each one. “I do.”


  The sisters disappeared.


  * * * *


  “They will be the death of me.” King Thane sighed and looked to his wife for sympathy. He found none.


  “I suppose you want biddable daughters. Ones who do as you say and never question anything?” She arched a delicate eyebrow, and her golden eyes bore into him.


  “And why would I want a biddable woman in my life?” The king snorted. “I would die of shock, my love.”


  Queen Ara eyed her husband and fought the laughter. “What grieves you the most? The fact that our daughters are the two most precious beings in this universe or that they have bested every man who approaches them?”


  “Both?”


  Ara tilted her head to the side. “Maybe it’s not time for our daughters to find mates.”


  “Oh, it’s time all right.” The king stood and paced in front of his dais. “It’s past time. Just because they are fairly immortal is no excuse for not marrying and giving me grandchildren. But they are more concerned with their games than finding a man. It pains me.” He threw up his hands. “I need grandchildren. Wee ones to bounce on my knee.”


  Thane stroked his beard thoughtfully. “I realize the girls are still learning their roles in the kingdom. Assimilating their duties. Meeting all facets of people. But how are they to rule this land without a partner to lean on? Such as I have you, my love.”


  Ara chuckled. “Flatterer. And as for children to bounce on your knee…do not look at me, husband. I’m past my time for childbearing. But maybe we can think of a way to show our children the light.” She looked at her husband slyly. “I believe that Celine will find a mate before Kyra.”


  “Bah.” Thane rolled his eyes. “Just because Celine is your favorite does not mean Kyra is without talent.” The king stroked his dark beard again. “Yes. I believe Kyra will find a mate before Celine.”


  “Do you now?” Ara’s voice was silky. “A wager then?”


  “Aye.” Thane looked at his beautiful wife with a twinkle in his blue eyes. “We might be able to work something out.”


  “There must be rules.” Ara plucked a parchment and quill out of thin air. “The wager begins tonight at midnight and ends when Celine marries.”


  “Kyra,” the king growled.


  “We shall see.”


  She began writing.


  * * * *


  Celine and Kyra both changed into something more suitable for the game. Loose-fitting trousers and short-sleeved tops. Cobalt for Celine and gold for Kyra. They padded barefoot to the middle of a copse of trees.


  Kyra looked around approvingly. “We haven’t been here in a while.” She turned to her sister and bowed. “For honor.”


  “For honor, dear sister.” Celine bowed and then stood upright. She flung her hand out so quickly that all Kyra saw was a flash of light upon metal.


  The sound of the disc hitting reverberated throughout the clearing.


  Kyra narrowed her eyes. “Why do you always choose the dark places?” she demanded.


  “The same reason you always choose the light.” Celine smiled. “It suits us.” She watched her sister concentrate for a few minutes before she saw what she desired. As swift as Celine, she flung her disc and smiled as it landed right next to her sister’s, one hundred feet above them on a pine tree.


  Kyra turned to Celine and grinned. She palmed her disc and shut her eyes. Her skin glowed lightly as she gathered her strength. Then she flung the disc with all her might.


  “Show-off,” Celine muttered.


  The sound of the metal finding its target filtered back to the sisters.


  Celine placed her hands together and closed her eyes. She warmed the disc lightly while concentrating on her sister’s energy. Kyra’s disc fairly glowed in her mind. And then Celine let the disc fly.


  The women heard metal scrape metal as Celine’s disc lay flush against Kyra’s.


  “Now who’s showing off?” Kyra glanced at her older sister.


  “You started it.” Celine’s blue eyes blinked innocently. She smiled. “Same path. Are you ready?”


  Kyra widened her stance. “Throw the damn thing.”


  Celine ran her thumb over the smooth face of her disc. She gripped it lightly and then flung it with all her might. It traveled to her left where it took exactly one leaf off a branch before scraping the bark on the tree next to it. Then it moved to a pine tree where it took exactly three berries off a limb. They dropped silently to the ground.


  It moved quickly to strike a large boulder that sat in front of the sisters. Then it ricocheted to barely nick a bird’s nest. A twig fell in front of Kyra while Celine’s disc sliced the air between them and stopped ten feet behind them.


  “Hey!” A male voice protested.


  Celine turned quickly with fire in her sapphire eyes. “Kane!” she fairly snarled as she moved toward him with murder in her eyes. “How dare you spy on us!”


  “Goddess.” He bowed stiffly. Then he straightened and smiled at Kyra.


  She waved, and Celine growled. “Leave us.”


  “Can’t.” He shrugged. His blue eyes frosted when they met Celine’s.


  “You most certainly can. And will.”


  Kyra stepped forward. “What do you need, Kane?”


  His gaze warmed considerably when he looked at Kyra. Celine gnashed her teeth together. Arrogant ass!


  “I’ve been sent by your parents to request your presence for the evening meal.”


  “You were spying on us.” Celine palmed her discs, and they disappeared. She let her eyes wander over his fine physique insolently. His silver tunic clung lovingly to the muscles under it. He wore a warrior’s band on his right upper arm engraved with the symbols of his station.


  Azure pants fit sculpted thighs and disappeared into large, black boots with silvery fringes on both sides. A band circled around his head and kept his mahogany hair from his face. A face that Celine would die before admitting she admired. Bright, blue eyes and chiseled cheekbones. A mouth too wide that loved to deal out parcels of humiliation to her while smiling at her sister.


  “Spying, Goddess?” Kane lowered his eyes. “I dare not.”


  Kyra palmed her discs also. “Don’t be silly, Celine.” She brushed past the duo and started back toward the castle.


  Celine watched her departing sister, and when she was sure Kyra was out of earshot, she stepped closer to Kane.


  “You have never challenged me, Kane. Why is that? You fear for your humiliation?”


  Celine and Kyra bested every opponent, male and female. Their collective skills were legendary.


  “I fear nothing, Goddess.” Kane stepped closer and touched the stray ebony locks that touched her cheek. “Rest assured, if I were to challenge you, I would win. And I’m not sure your ego could handle that.” He turned on his heel and left her there.


  Anger boiled up and colored her fair complexion. “Kane!” she yelled.


  He stopped in his tracks and looked back inquiringly. “Yes, Goddess?”


  “You would not beat me.”


  He simply nodded his head and turned back around.


  “Kane!” Celine steadied herself before she shrieked like a child. She held her head high while he walked back to her and waited.


  “Yes, Goddess?”


  “And if we were to battle in private?”


  His blue eyes gleamed dangerously.


  She lifted her head. “I’m only thinking of your manly ego.” Her dark blue eyes clashed with his fair ones.


  “A private competition, Goddess?” The words spoken so low that Celine strained forward a bit to hear them.


  “Yes.”


  “And the reward?”


  Celine’s eyes glowed as she looked at him. “You are not without your…attributes.” She looked over him again and watched in pleasure as his jaw tightened. “Perhaps I could make use of them. At my leisure.”


  “And when I win?”


  “What do you desire, Kane? Gold? Jewels?”


  “Nay.” He reached out to touch her cheek and trail his hand down to her throat. “I desire you. Willing. Waiting for my every command.”


  Heat rushed through Celine’s body at his sensual words. Refusal lay on her lips until he uttered his last words.


  “Unless you fear the outcome, Goddess.”


  “I accept,” she snarled. Her dark blue eyes flashed dangerously. “My bedchamber this evening. Be on my terrace at exactly ten o’clock. We will discuss terms then.” Celine glared at him once and disappeared.


  * * * *


  Celine appeared in her chamber with a racing heart and anticipation dancing along her nerves. She would finally prove to Kane that she was a woman to be feared and respected. No longer could he look down his nose at her as if she were less than a goddess.


  Oh aye, he spoke the words with the proper servitude. But always he acted as if he disdained the very sight of her. She had done nothing to him! Nothing to deserve such a lack of respect.


  Yet he doted on Kyra.


  Celine changed clothes quickly and started for the stairs. Dinner would provide an excellent time for her to go over her strategy for dealing with Kane. He didn’t stand a chance.


  * * * *


  Celine retired to her chamber and dismissed her servants. She bathed quickly and dressed in her warrior’s clothing. The cobalt material wound tightly around her body, emphasizing the lush curves and pale skin. She wound her hair up and pinned it on her head. No shoes. Even her feet were deadly weapons. And she would spare Kane no indignity.


  She glanced around her chamber and scowled. The blue flowing curtains that cascaded down her walls and framed her bed didn’t exactly scream “fight to the death.” Celine waved her hand, and her bed disappeared.


  All the furniture in the room vanished with a thought. She cleared their battleground. Her body tightened in anticipation. Kane would be a worthy opponent. But she would win.


  And then she would have him do the menial labor that would remind him at every turn that she was the victor.


  Celine moved to the terrace and looked up at the glowing moon in the sky and felt her power strengthen considerably. She chose evening because that’s when her powers were at their fullest. The fragrant jasmine drifted over to her, and she smiled. A night to change Kane’s life considerably and make him realize she was the Moon Goddess. Untouched. Cool and calm. Powerful beyond all cognitive thought.


  He would regret his challenge. A smile danced on her curving lips. She would make sure of it.


  * * * *


  At exactly ten o’clock, Kane appeared on her terrace. He wore simple black pants that tapered to muscular calves. He hadn’t bothered with shoes either. He pulled his hair back from his face with a leather strip. The gold armband gleamed in the moonlight’s glow.


  Celine smiled approvingly. “We shall observe the civilities.” She inclined her head and swept her arm wide, inviting him into her chamber.


  “Goddess.” Kane inclined his head and walked inside.


  Two indigo goblets sat on a lone table in the room. Celine picked one up and handed the other to Kane.


  “To the victor.”


  “To the victor,” he repeated.


  They drank and set the goblets down.


  Celine eyed him curiously. Something seemed different, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. She circled him while he stood still.


  “I await the invitation, Goddess.”


  She walked back in front of him. “Be you ready, Kane of Tharsus?”


  “Aye.” His eyes gleamed. “Be you ready, Moon Goddess?”


  “Aye.”


  Celine walked approximately six feet away from him, turned and waited. As challenger, he would deliver the first blow. She stiffened her spine as he watched her. His light blue eyes traced every inch of her body before he smiled slightly and moved forward. Celine braced for the impact. But his actions weren’t what she expected.


  Kane’s hand shot out, and she didn’t flinch. But his hand didn’t strike her. His fingertips brushed against her lips and slid down her body to graze her hardened nipples. They circled leisurely while Celine stood in shock at his brazenness.


  She slapped his hand back and stared at him. “What are you doing?” she demanded. “I’m not some whore you can come to and do as you wish. You challenged me. Fight like a man.”


  “I am.”


  The simple words enraged Celine, and she struck out with her left leg. She made contact, but Kane didn’t trip as she wished. He simply stepped back and proceeded to block every punch and kick she issued.


  She snarled as she moved at lightning speed, delivering blows that rained down on Kane’s torso and legs. Celine never touched his face, but his body took strike after strike.


  Instead of dealing out any punishment, Kane only defended himself against her.


  “Fight, damn you!” Celine’s dark blue eyes narrowed. She stepped back. “I command you.”


  “Your commands do not affect me, Goddess.” Kane watched her closely. “It will be my commands ringing in your own ears soon. My words brushing over you.”


  “Over my dead body,” she snarled.


  Kane’s lips twitched. “So rare to see the calm Moon Goddess with her blood up.”


  Celine clenched her teeth tightly together. “Perhaps you didn’t understand the challenge.”


  “But I did.” Kane’s silky tone slid over her skin. “A private competition. ’Til one of us yields. That will be you, Goddess.”


  She launched herself at him again, kicking and punching to no avail. The few blows she did land didn’t cause Kane to retaliate. He simply took them.


  Celine paused after five minutes and looked up at Kane with puzzlement clear in her dark eyes. “Why do you not fight me?” she demanded.


  He looked down at her tenderly. Celine inhaled sharply at the implications of the gaze. All the times he had looked at her with disdain were erased by the desire she now saw etched in every feature.


  She backed away from him with her hands up in fighting pose. “I will not yield my body to you or any other.” Celine watched Kane walk toward her and stop mere inches from her hands.


  “Will you let me champion my cause, Goddess?”


  Celine warred with herself for a minute before she reluctantly dropped her hands. “Do what you will, Kane of Tharsus. I will never yield to you.” She stood resolute before him.


  Kane’s lips twitched as he approached her. “You are not even the slightest bit afraid, Goddess?”


  “Nay.” Celine’s eyes narrowed as she watched him.


  His hands moved from her wrists to her shoulders without pause. The material of her costume covered every inch of skin, but she could have sworn she felt the warmth of Kane’s hands penetrate the cloth.


  Her breasts tightened as he moved his large hands from her shoulders, down her body to her waist, where he gripped her hips with his hands.


  Celine waited for him to force her body closer to his, but he didn’t. Kane leaned forward instead, and brushed his warm lips against hers. She gasped as his tongue traced every inch of her lips and then dipped inside to discover the soft taste of her.


  “You taste sweet, Goddess. Like the honeyed leaves of Brashear,” he murmured against her lips.


  Kane reached up and pulled the gleaming circlet from her head and plunged his hands into the midnight curtain of her hair. “And your hair makes a man want to feel it trail down every inch of his body.”


  Celine fought the tremble that Kane’s words incited. She stilled herself with a great effort.


  Kane brushed her hair back from her nape and placed a soft kiss on her pulse point. Then he flicked his tongue back and forth against her smooth skin. She dug her nails into her palms and fought the pleasure his mouth brought her.


  “Such a brave goddess,” he murmured.


  “I will not yield,” she whispered.


  “I know.” Kane moved back and looked at her. “But I will not cease to try and gain your surrender.” He ran his thumb over her swollen lips, and his jaw tightened.


  Celine watched in fascination as he moved closer and stopped a hairsbreadth from her mouth. “But there are many places on you I haven’t explored yet, Goddess.”


  He nipped her neck while his hands moved to her shoulders again. And then that wicked mouth she thought far too often about, trailed down her body to her breasts.


  She fought back a cry as his hot mouth closed on her nipple and sucked on it through the fabric. A heavy ache started between her legs, and she squeezed them tightly together.


  Kane cupped her buttocks in his hands while his mouth sucked on her hardened nipples and left them aching.


  Celine closed her eyes and prayed he wouldn’t quit while telling herself she would never yield.


  He moved away from her, and she opened one eye to see what he was doing. Kane was on his knees in front of her, unwrapping her like a gift. He unraveled her costume one strip at a time while letting his warm hands trail over her sensitive skin.


  When he arrived at her knees, Celine knew she could not stand much longer.


  “Kane!”


  He lifted his head and looked at her hungrily. “Yes, Goddess?”


  “I command you lay me down.”


  He blinked lazily. “As you wish, Goddess.”


  One minute she was standing, the next, she was in his lap.


  Celine shifted. “This is not what I meant!”


  “Do you yield, Goddess?”


  “Nay.”


  “Then be still.”


  She opened her mouth to tell him what she thought of his highhandedness when his hands moved between her legs to touch her aching core. Celine trembled and let her head fall back. Aye, she was wicked. But she would never yield.


  Kane’s hands unwrapped several more feet of her costume until she could feel the cool breeze on her body. She opened her eyes slowly and watched as Kane lowered his mouth to her exposed stomach.


  Celine arched her back, unable to stop herself as he stroked her flesh with his tongue. His chest moved against her, and she felt an urge rise up in her so strong that she whimpered.


  And still Kane moved slowly. His mouth nipped at her flesh while he moved his head back and forth against the sensitive skin.


  “Do you yield, Goddess?” Kane lifted his head and pinned Celine with his light blue eyes.


  “Never,” she whispered.


  “I hoped you would say that.”


  She watched as he trailed down her flesh and stopped at the juncture of curls between her legs. Her dark blue eyes widened as she sensed his intent. Before she could form a thought, he lowered his mouth.


  Celine inhaled sharply and clenched her fists at her sides while Kane’s tongue moved with an expertise that had her body tightening in response. He sucked on her tender flesh and flicked his tongue against her swollen clit.


  She writhed beneath his ministrations and spread her legs, wanting more. Wanting the release she knew he could give her.


  Celine moved her right hand and clutched his head as she moved her hips up to meet his questing tongue.


  “Kane,” she murmured. Her hips moved quicker, and she felt her body shatter into a million pieces. Celine thrust her hips up over and over again, reveling in the pleasure.


  Kane lifted his head and licked his lips. “Do you yield, Goddess?”


  “Never,” she croaked.


  “Just as well.” Kane nodded. “I thought you would say that.” He stood and peeled his dark pants off while Celine watched.


  His impressive cock sprang to attention, and Celine studied every inch of it. She licked her lips and moved to her knees.


  “Do you yield, Kane?”


  His eyes darkened as he looked down at her. “Nay, Goddess.”


  Celine stood in front of him and looked him in the eye. Then she sank slowly to her knees while letting her hair trail over his body. She heard him groan and smiled.


  She took his hard length into her mouth and cupped his balls. Kane’s legs stiffened, and she felt a thrill of power. Celine flicked her tongue over his cock head and sucked deeply while rubbing his balls in her hand.


  Kane’s cock twitched in her mouth, and she looked up to see him watching her. She licked her lips. “Do you yield, Kane?”


  He growled low and lifted her by her arms. Celine wrapped her legs around him and fairly purred as he walked over to a wall. Kane slammed her back against it while his hands moved between her legs and stroked her again.


  “I yield to no one, Goddess.”


  Celine rubbed her breasts against him. “Nor do I.” She arched her back and moaned.


  Kane slid one finger into her while circling her clit with his thumb. He covered her mouth with his and devoured her hungrily.


  She wrapped her legs around him and cried out as he thrust his cock into her quickly and clutched her ass tightly in his hands. He surged up over and over again, taking her with him.


  “Do you yield?” he wheezed.


  “Never,” she gasped.


  Celine raked her fingernails over his bare back as her body shook again. She cried out as she came over and over again. Her body clenched tightly around him, and she felt Kane quiver against her.


  He lifted his head slowly, and Celine brushed mahogany locks off his sweaty cheek. She felt almost drunk as she looked up at him blearily. “Do you…” Her head dropped back, and she knew no more.


  * * * *


  Celine yawned and opened her eyes slowly. She frowned and looked around. The sun peeked lazily over her terrace, and she groaned. Her bare body covered by a single sheet, Celine shivered and stood slowly. She stretched leisurely. Though she had never spoken the words, she had yielded. Several times.


  A smile danced on her lips as she willed her bedroom furniture to reappear. The pieces appeared instantly.


  Who knew Kane could make me forget myself? Forget I am a goddess? Show me what it is like to simply be a woman. A woman pleasured.


  Celine walked slowly to the bathroom and filled the large tub with hot water. After she sprinkled azure flower petals on the surface of the water, she inhaled deeply. Celine eased her body slowly into it and sighed.


  “Do you yield?”


  Her eyes shot open quickly and studied Kane. He stood lazily in the doorway with only his black pants on.


  Sparks of desire flooded her system, but she kept her voice steady.


  “I yield to no one, Kane of Tharsus. Or have you already forgotten?”


  He stepped inside the room with the gliding walk of a tiger circling its prey. “I forgot nothing, Goddess.” His light blue eyes devoured her. “And our challenge has not concluded. I chose to give you a brief respite.”


  Celine fought back an ungoddesslike snort and hid her grin with a small cough. “I see. Then we will continue the competition?” She kept her face as bland as possible.


  Kane’s light blue eyes dropped to her bathwater, and he smirked. “Now, Goddess?”


  She arched an eyebrow. “Do you yield?”


  “Nay.” Kane peeled his pants off slowly and touched his stiff cock. “None of me yields, Goddess.” He stepped slowly into the hot water, and his breath hissed out.


  Celine snickered, and Kane looked at her.


  He moved swiftly over to her and cupped her cheek. “Does that amuse you, Goddess?”


  “Slightly,” she murmured. Her dark blue eyes stared into Kane’s. “Turn around, Kane of Tharsus.”


  Kane moved around so his back faced Celine, and she bit back a smile. There were marks on Kane’s back. The ones she made as he pleasured her last evening. She bent forward and grazed each wound with her lips.


  Then Celine wrapped her legs around Kane and pressed her breasts into his back. She watched in fascination as his knuckles gripped the side of the tub until they were white.


  “Do you yield?” she whispered, rubbing her breasts across his back.


  “Nay,” he said hoarsely.


  Celine reached up and held thick, mahogany locks in her hand. She tilted Kane’s head back until she could place her lips on his exposed neck. Then she nipped lightly while her left hand moved down his chest to find his willing cock.


  “You won’t yield to me, Kane of Tharsus?” Celine pulled his head back further and ravaged his mouth.


  Kane moved so quickly she gasped. Water spilled onto the floor over the side.


  He faced her now with intent gleaming in his light eyes. “I will not yield, Goddess. But I will enjoy making you yield. Feeling your body tighten around my cock while your pleasured moans ring in my ears.”


  Kane slid his hands up her thighs and moved Celine so her breasts bobbed just above the water. He leaned down and took one of the wet orbs into his mouth and sucked leisurely. He flicked his tongue back and forth against the hardened nub.


  Celine arched her back and whimpered as his hands moved closer to where she wanted them but never touched her. She twisted a bit, but Kane wouldn’t move. He continued to flick his tongue across her nipples while sucking on each in turn.


  “Kane.” She pulled his hair, and he lifted his head.


  “Goddess?” His light blue eyes looked at her, hazy with desire.


  She took his hand and moved it between her legs. “That is where I want you. In me. Filling me. Your cock pleasuring me.”


  “Always giving commands,” he murmured. Kane stroked her folds while slipping two fingers deep inside her. He watched her face intently.


  Celine arched her back and spread her legs further. “Yes,” she breathed. “But I want all of you.”


  “And that’s what you shall have.” Kane wrapped her legs around his waist and slid his hard cock into her willing pussy.


  She shuddered at the spasms that racked her body. Celine opened her eyes and watched Kane brace his arms on the side of the tub. She opened her mouth to ask what he was doing when his body surged tightly against hers.


  Water splashed over the sides of the tub, and Celine moaned. Kane was relentless. He thrust into her deeply over and over again. She swore to herself she wouldn’t scratch him again, but she couldn’t help it. Her nails dug deeply into his back while he intensely fucked her.


  The scream built in her before she could stop it or even think about it. Celine trembled as the edges of her orgasm drew closer. She gripped Kane’s shoulders in ecstasy as the first wave slammed into her willing body.


  A guttural groan emerged from Kane’s throat, and Celine whimpered against the onslaught. She felt as if someone turned her inside out. Her body still clenched Kane’s tightly as they both shuddered in release.


  Celine brushed her hair out of her face and let her head fall back. Kane moved from on top of her to her side. His hand moved leisurely down her body.


  “Do you yield, Goddess?”


  She moved her head slightly and glanced at him. “If one of us does not yield soon, I dare say there will be two funerals.”


  Kane chuckled dryly. “Not a bad way to go, Goddess.”


  Celine moved to look fully at him. “Why do you call me Goddess? Yet you call Kyra by her given name?” She propped her head up with her elbow.


  “It’s quite simple, Goddess.” Kane touched her lips reverently. “Kyra is as a sister. You are not.”


  “I should hope not.” Celine ran her hands over his muscled chest. She sighed. “I thought you cared not for me. I disgusted you.”


  Kane stopped her hand and brought it to his lips. “How was I to tell you that my body ached for you every time I gazed upon your countenance? That I couldn’t sleep at night for wanting your body under mine? Catching your pleasured moans in my mouth while I slid between your legs?”


  Celine flushed. “Would have been an interesting conversation.”


  “And a short one.”


  She nodded. “True.” Her fingers traced his lips. “Something about you last evening was different. Why is that?”


  “I chose for you to see me as I really am, Goddess.” Kane’s light blue eyes probed hers. “A man who wants you more than life itself. A man who will not rest until he has his heart’s deepest desire.”


  “You would have me yield?” Celine arched an eyebrow.


  “Nay.” Kane slid his body on top of hers. “Not quite yet.”


  * * * *


  Celine didn’t leave her bedchamber until almost noon. Her normally pale complexion flushed after hours of lovemaking. Kane slipped away about half an hour ago the same way he came in. She hurried to Kyra’s chamber and knocked lightly.


  Kyra opened the heavy oak door and ushered Celine inside. “So. Do you have any brains left? Or did Kane fuck all of them out of your head?”


  “You are awful!” Celine snickered and sat down. “I’ve retained some intelligence.” Her ebony hair hung in waves down her back, and she pulled it up while she sat there. She eyed her sister. “I love him, Kyra.”


  “I know.”


  Celine arched her eyebrow. “Well, that was rather smug.”


  Kyra threw up her hands. “I’ve known for years. You two stubborn individuals were an entirely different matter. But you can’t marry him.”


  “What?” Celine’s dark eyes narrowed in confusion. “I thought that was the imminent conclusion of two people falling in love.” She scowled. “And why in the hell can I not marry him?”


  “Our parents.” Kyra pulled up a chair and sat next to her sister. She pulled her golden robe tighter around her body.


  “I don’t give a damn if our parents like it or not.” Celine held her head high.


  “That’s not it at all.” Kyra leaned forward. “Apparently our parents have a little wager on us.” Her golden eyes blazed.


  “Wager?” Celine repeated. “I don’t like the sound of that.”


  “Nor will you like this.” Kyra repeated the entire story one of her maids told her.


  Celine stood quickly, anger at the ready. “This is bullshit.” She flung her arms wide. “How could they wager on us like that?”


  Kyra shrugged. “You know how Mother is.”


  “And Father.”


  The two sisters nodded at each other.


  “We need to teach them a lesson.” Kyra tilted her head to the side. “That means your marriage plans may be put off a bit.”


  “I will speak to Kane, but I have no doubt he will agree with me.” Celine tapped her cheek. “We’ll still have sex, of course. Lots of sex. But I’ll refuse to consider marriage. How’s that?”


  Kyra laughed. “Perfect.” She patted her sister’s hand. “And only for a little while. Then you and Kane can marry. Mother will be tickled.”


  “And what of you, sister? Is there no hope for a marriage of your own?”


  “I’d rather sleep with the keeper of the dogs.” Kyra’s golden eyes flashed.


  Celine snorted. “Fleas, remember?”


  “Aye.” She nodded. “But I won’t be marrying anyone. And that’s that.”
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  Kyra strode through the halls of the palace with a perpetual grimace etched on her glowing features. Her parents were driving her mad! If they weren’t questioning her about Celine, they were throwing men in her path constantly. She swore she would kill the next male shoved into her sight.


  Her flaxen hair flew about her head as she walked hurriedly to her chambers. If she could just make it…


  “Ah, Kyra.”


  She stiffened her backbone at the voice and reluctantly turned. “Yes, Father?”


  King Thane smiled benevolently at his younger daughter. “How are you, child?”


  “Well, Father.”


  His blue eyes took in her shining yellow dress stitched with sunbeams that radiated from her chest. The matching slippers left a small trail of light as she walked. But it was her normally cheerful face that gave him pause.


  “This Celine situation isn’t bothering you?”


  Kyra quirked an eyebrow. “The one where she and Kane screw constantly and refuse to marry? That one?”


  “Kyra!” Thane grimaced. “There are some things I choose not to think of.”


  “Then you shouldn’t bring them up,” she snapped.


  The startled look on her father’s face made her sigh. Kyra moved forward. “I’m sorry, Father. I’ve had a long day, and my tongue seems to have a mind of its own.” She hugged him tightly. “This will all work out.” She stepped back and tried to smile. “You’ll see.”


  She bid her father goodnight and shut her door tightly behind her. Kyra lay her head against the solid wood and sighed lustily.


  It all seemed so right when they started this charade. Celine and Kane would wait a couple of weeks before letting the royal parents off the hook. Unfortunately, it hadn’t worked that way at all. Four days in, and Kyra was ready to throw in the towel. Her nerves were raw and painful.


  She was happy for Celine. She had known for a long time that Celine and Kane were inevitable. Kyra snickered. It had been about time they figured it out themselves. But now she felt as though she were paying for being the sister “without a man.”


  And it was seriously beginning to piss her off.


  There was nothing wrong with her. Not a damn thing. She chose not to have a mate. Kyra stripped her clothes off and tossed them on her gilded bed. She plucked two sais out of the air and proceeded to work out her fury with the dangerous weapons.


  * * * *


  Kyra refused to go down to breakfast the next morning. She dressed quickly in mustard-colored pants and a lightweight short-sleeve chemise and snuck out of her room. She wound her golden hair around her head and pinned it in a loose bun. The whole castle could quite simply go to hell.


  She growled and walked toward the animal compound a mile away from the castle. She needed the company of those who chose not to continually shove males in her path and question her about her sister’s love life.


  The rocky road forced her to calm a bit and walk slower. Kyra inhaled deeply at the scent of the trees blooming with great, white flowers. Her shoulders loosened, and she sighed. The next time she had a brilliant idea, she would certainly not take it at face value.


  The trees thinned out as several rock buildings came into view. Massive stables dotted the land and housed the royal family’s horses. Grooms scurried to and fro. There were six pastures filled with livestock. The cattle grazed contentedly on sapphire grass while sheep lay in an amethyst meadow.


  The sun beat down on the land, and Kyra inhaled deeply. The earthy smell of animals combined with that of the land delighted her. There was no place she would rather be.


  Canines and felines lounged about the yard, and Kyra chuckled. No ambition from the furry souls. And they didn’t look as if they cared if she wed or not.


  “Perfect,” she muttered.


  Kyra strode purposefully to the nearest canine house and stopped in the wooden doorway. A silvery female shepard struggled to push out her pups while a half-naked man on his knees hovered over her petting her and murmuring. His bare back was slick with sweat, and his tan britches were smeared with mud and blood.


  There were two pale, slick balls of fur that nosed around at their struggling mother, and Kyra bent quickly to try and help.


  “What can I do?”


  Two flashing silver eyes lifted to look at her. “Make the mother comfortable.” The deep voice washed over her.


  Kyra moved to take the mother’s head into her lap and crooned softly into her ear. She watched as the man gently probed for the pup who was stuck. The mother whimpered and tried to move, but Kyra used her skills with animals to calm the dog.


  The man’s silver eyes flashed over to her again, and she lowered her head.


  “Is she going to be okay?”


  “Silence,” the man bit out.


  Kyra closed her mouth with a snap and almost sighed in relief as the man removed the pup. But she felt her chest tighten when she saw the pup didn’t move. She opened her mouth again when the man blew gently on the pup’s nose. Once. Twice. On the third time, the pup whined softly, and the man placed it next to its two siblings.


  The mother weakly licked her pups while they nursed. The man stood quickly and brought back medical supplies. He tended to the mother while Kyra made sure she was comfortable.


  When he was done, he stood again and nodded approvingly. “We will leave.”


  Kyra eased the mother’s head out of her lap and stood. The clothes she picked earlier now streaked with mud and fluids.


  She shook her head wryly. She would be sneaking into her room to forgo any questions from her family.


  “You have some skill.”


  Kyra’s head shot up at the man’s words. And then she felt her limbs loosen as she took all of him in.


  Six foot six if he was an inch.


  A face that would have made the angels weep with envy. Chiseled cheekbones and lips made to please a woman. His dark hair was cropped short and spiked. Silvery eyes measured her in silence.


  Her gaze wandered lower of its own volition. Muscle stacked upon muscle from neck to foot. His chest was a work of art. Defined by sinewy lines and bulges. Arms that would take both her hands to even fit around. Thighs that strained against the stained tan pants he wore.


  She licked her lips and tried to clear her throat.


  “One usually accepts a compliment.”


  “Thank you,” she said faintly. Her golden eyes widened as he moved closer.


  “I have not seen you before.” He stopped mere inches from her and frowned. “I thought I had met the entire staff.”


  Kyra fought the hysterical giggle that bubbled up in her throat. She doubted the staff included the royal family.


  “I’m new.”


  He brushed his hands lightly against her soiled clothes, and she flushed hotly. “You are not dressed for work.”


  She slapped his hands so she wouldn’t melt against him. “I thought the animal required my aid more than I needed to change clothes.”


  “Wise woman.”


  Kyra nodded haughtily.


  “You will attend me the rest of this day.”


  “I…what?” Kyra swallowed convulsively. She hadn’t heard him right. She couldn’t have.


  “Name?”


  “Kyra,” she sputtered.


  “Kyra.” He nodded. “I am Ian. You will attend me this day.”


  “I’m glad you’ve settled that with yourself.” Kyra shook her head back and forth. “It’s my day off.”


  “Your clothes are already ruined, Kyra. You will attend me.”


  And then he had the nerve to walk off.


  She stood there with her mouth agape and blinked twice. No one, in all her years, had ever spoken to her like that. Part of her wanted to zap him right then and there. But then he turned and crooked his finger at her.


  Kyra made a quick decision. She could either go back home and deal with her familial issues, or she could follow the gorgeous man wherever he bid her go.


  She started after him.


  * * * *


  They traipsed all over the yard from one end of the canine compound to the other. Ian checked on every animal and made notations on the pet charts inside each building. Kyra followed closely behind him. As close as she could be without actually being in the same pants. She uttered a small spell so no one else would disturb them. The last thing she needed was to be recognized as part of the royal family.


  He stopped abruptly in the last doorway, and Kyra ran smack into his back. She scowled and opened her mouth to apologize when he turned to her and shook his head. Ian pointed, and Kyra looked.


  There was a wolf mating in one of the stalls with a bitch.


  Kyra’s eyes widened. It was another female shepard. The two mated for another couple of minutes, and then the wolf trotted out of her compartment and stopped stock-still when he noticed the two humans watching him.


  Kyra didn’t know what Ian would do, but she didn’t want the animal destroyed. She reached out with her mind and eased its fears. And then she directed it through the other exit so it wouldn’t hurt itself.


  When the last of its bristly tail disappeared, Kyra breathed a sigh of relief. Until Ian spoke.


  “And what did you tell it, witch?”


  She spun around and growled. “I am no witch.”


  Those silver eyes studied her closely. “You whispered something low under your breath when you saw the wolf. Do you know him?”


  “As well as I know you,” she snapped. “Give me a break.”


  His hands shot out and trapped her tightly.


  Frissons of awareness raced through her body. Ian brought her closer and leaned down to brush his mouth against her ear.


  “Tell me.”


  “I am no witch.” Her gold eyes met his silver ones. “I only thought the soft words would soothe the creature.” She continued. “I didn’t want you to destroy him.”


  “A wolf has no place in this compound. And certainly no place mating with one of my dogs.” Ian folded his arms over his broad chest and waited for her response.


  “Your dogs?” Kyra snorted and lengthened her stance. “They are no more your dogs than this is your barn.”


  “I take care of what is mine, Kyra.” The words held an ominous tone.


  “Bully for you.” She felt the heat surge through her body and struggled to control it. All her instincts were saying to fight. But there was something different about this confrontation. Undertones she didn’t recognize and didn’t know how to deal with.


  “I am master here.” His tone brooked no argument.


  Kyra’s eyebrows shot up. “Master?” She looked at him blandly. “I believe you’re rather full of yourself.”


  His silver eyes narrowed to slits. “You have not been taught the proper way to address your superiors.” He clucked his tongue. “Pity.”


  “For you.” Kyra turned to leave the barn when his hand shot out and closed like a vise around her arm. Before she could react, she was brought flush up against Ian’s iron chest.


  “Let me go,” she demanded. Her heart raced frantically in her chest as she looked up into his silver eyes.


  His left arm was a tight band against her waist while his right hand moved up and undid her hair and let it unfurl down her back. He plunged his hand in it and tangled it through his fingers.


  “You call to me,” he murmured against her throat.


  Kyra shivered at the softly spoken words.


  Longing, dark and deep, spread through her body.


  She could hurt the mortal with a mere thought. Escape his grasp. Instead, Kyra reveled in the strength he displayed. Her breasts pushed high against his hard chest made her long to rub her body against his like a cat needing stroked.


  “Ian,” she whispered, tasting his name on her tongue. And wanting more. So much more.


  And then he covered her mouth with his.


  Heat shot through Kyra’s body and burnt her with the intensity of a thousand suns. She moaned and wrapped her legs tightly around Ian’s waist.


  His tongue stroked hers leisurely, belying the hunger Kyra felt seeping out of every pore of his body.


  She tried to force the pace and felt him chuckle low in his throat.


  Ian lifted his head and smiled down at her. “Such heat, little one. We will explore every inch of it.”


  Kyra trembled at his words.


  He yanked a blanket off a stall and strode quickly to the door against the far wall. She clung to him tightly while he walked down a narrow corridor and into another structure.


  Ian slid Kyra down his body and motioned to the bed behind her.


  “You are a witch. You have bewitched me.” He took her hand and slid it down his body slowly. “Parts of me already belong to you.”


  Her hand brushed against his hard cock, and she licked her lips.


  “You will not master me.” She challenged him. “And I am no witch.” She looked deeply into his shifting silver eyes. Kyra brought his hands up to cup her breasts through her thin shirt.


  “You will bathe me. And I, you.” Ian’s hands moved to her shoulders and ripped her shirt in half. It fell in tatters to the floor. His rough palms moved over her delicate flesh, and she reached up to grasp his short hair.


  Ian smiled and sank to his knees. Kyra trembled as he gently pulled her pants off and threw them at the wall. She moved to touch him, but he stepped back.


  “You first.” He picked her up and cradled her against his hard chest. Ian moved purposefully toward the bathroom. He started the water, never letting her go.


  When the bath temperature suited him, he lay her gently into the water and grabbed a soft, yellow cloth from the sink.


  Kyra watched with wide eyes and a racing pulse. Her pussy throbbed with anticipation as Ian gradually wet the cloth and let it trail over her neck.


  She shivered as water slid from her neck to her hardened nipples. Ian’s finger followed the moisture and lazily circled the nub.


  Kyra arched her back, wanting his touch.


  His thumb rubbed across her pebbled flesh, and she moaned.


  Ian moved the cloth to the nape of her neck and lightly stroked her back. Kyra moved to touch him, but he swatted her hand down.


  “You will have your turn,” he promised.


  Kyra licked her lips and simply waited.


  “Your skin is so warm.” Ian slid the cloth along her shoulders and down to the curve of her ass below the water.


  His other hand trailed from her collarbone, between her breasts, and ended at her belly button.


  She watched him with eyes darkened to a shining gold that could have melted the largest of icebergs.


  Ian’s right hand soaped up the washcloth and streamed along her breasts while his left moved inches lower, stopping right above where she so badly wanted it.


  “Touch me.”


  His silver eyes gleamed. “I am, woman.”


  “No.” Kyra took his hand and slid it between her legs with a moan. “Here.”


  “Here?” Ian’s hand parted her pussy lips and stroked her folds softly. “You want my hand here?”


  She arched her back up. “Yes.”


  His index finger circled her throbbing clit and rubbed it gently. “Do you like that?” he murmured against her ear.


  “Yes.” Kyra reached up and brought his mouth to hers. She licked his lips and flicked his mouth lightly. “Make love with me, Ian.”


  He pulled back a bit. “Bath first.”


  She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t suppose we could speed this up a bit, could we?”


  “Are you always so impatient?” Ian’s hands moved over her body.


  “Yes.” Kyra opened her mouth to order him to do something else when he slid two fingers deep inside her. She almost bit her tongue as Ian bent his head and took her taut nipple into his mouth, flicking his tongue against the hardness while he moved those fingers in and out of her.


  She clutched his bare back and raised her hips from the water while he pleasured her. But she wanted more. Needed more.


  “Enough!” she fairly shouted.


  “We are done?” Ian lifted his head with an innocent expression on his face.


  “You are driving me mad!” Kyra wriggled away from him and stood quickly. She placed her hands on her hips and looked down at him furiously.


  His eyes slid over her bare body bit by bit, missing nothing. “You are most beautiful, Kyra.”


  She let the water out and stepped out of the tub. “Your turn.”


  Ian arched an eyebrow but said not a word. He undid his pants and slid them down his muscular thighs.


  Kyra’s eyes widened at the sight of his remarkable cock. She felt moisture slide down her leg. She could almost feel him inside her. Before she could say a word, Ian sat in the tub and turned on the water. He lay back and closed his eyes.


  “You will wash me now.”


  “Yes.” She scrambled down on the blue chenille rug and picked up the washcloth. Kyra started at his chest and traced every chiseled line. Then she moved up to his jaw and memorized the contours. His large body barely fit inside the tub.


  Kyra dipped the washcloth into the water again and stroked every inch of his body under the guise of washing it. He was absolute physical perfection. She slid his cock into her hand and caressed the smooth hardness. Ian’s hands clenched on the side of the tub though he never opened his eyes.


  After she thoroughly scrubbed every inch of him, Kyra stood and dropped the washcloth in the sink. Then she stepped into the tub with Ian.


  His eyelids fluttered open, and those silver eyes pinned her. “You wish to join me?”


  “I wish to slide your cock inside me.” Kyra crouched down with her legs on either side of him. She kept his gaze as she slid him inside her wet pussy. She threw her head back as he filled her completely. Her pussy seized around his hard length, and Ian groaned.


  Kyra leaned forward, drawing him even deeper. She pressed her breasts against his bare chest and locked her arms around his neck.


  “I wish lots of things, Ian.” She rocked against him, reveling in the feel of her body against his. Kyra groaned with pleasure as Ian’s large hands grasped her hips and shifted her tighter against him.


  “You are so hot. Tight.” Ian moved his mouth against Kyra’s neck. He nipped lightly while she rode his cock smoothly, not allowing an inch between their slick bodies. He rotated her hips in small circles, and she gasped as she felt her orgasm spread through her body with a swiftness that took her breath away.


  “Come for me, Kyra.” Ian sank his teeth into her neck, and she trembled on the verge before her body convulsed tightly and broke into a million pieces. She vaguely heard Ian murmur her name as he pumped his cock deeper inside her before he, too, came.


  Kyra sank limply against Ian’s body and rubbed her cheek against his muscles. “The best bath ever.” She felt him chuckle.


  “We are not done, Sunshine.”


  She looked up quickly. “Sunshine?” Her pulse raced, as she feared he knew who she really was.


  Ian brushed her wet, flaxen hair back and smiled. “I’ve never felt such warmth from another. You fairly melt me.”


  Kyra leaned forward and slid her tongue into his mouth. His dueled with hers, sliding over the softness and thrusting deeper. She shuddered as she felt his cock swell inside her again.


  Ian lifted her and cradled her to his chest while he turned a small showerhead on and let it rinse her off. Then he stepped out of the tub and walked into his bedroom.


  Kyra looked at the bed, and her jaw dropped. It was a monstrous piece of wooden furniture that took up half the room. She motioned to it. “Custom-made?”


  “Aye.” Ian laid her across the patchwork coverlet. “I brought it from home.”


  “You are not from here?” Kyra puzzled over that. It would explain why he did not know who she was.


  “Hush, woman.” Ian pushed her gently back on the fabric and knelt by the foot of the bed. He spread her legs gently, and Kyra waited breathlessly as he lowered his head and licked her once. She trembled and watched as his head dipped again, and he directed his attention to her aching pussy. She gripped his short hair with a cry and arched her hips to his mouth.


  He worked his tongue over her clit expertly. Kyra writhed and whimpered as her body ached for more. She pulled at her nipples while he pleasured her endlessly. Her nerves stretched to the limits, and she shuddered as her orgasm slammed through her.


  Ian’s hands gripped her ass and worked her pussy against his mouth until she screamed aloud at the sensation. Her backbone snapped up again at the second orgasm. She came down slowly, blind to everything around her.


  He lifted his head and looked at her, utterly satisfied. Ian licked his lips and leisurely moved his bare body against hers. His left hand slid between her legs and stroked her slick flesh.


  “I could taste you for hours,” he murmured against her ear.


  Kyra sighed as his fingers softly stroked her. Then Ian positioned the tip of his cock against her opening. She strained up against him, but he held her back.


  “Tell me what you want.” His arm muscles bunched at the effort he made to restrain himself.


  “I want you.” Kyra reached up to stroke his damp chest. She reached down and rubbed the tip of his cock against her. “And I want this. You fucking me until I can’t breathe.”


  He shuddered at her words. “You want much, woman.” Ian eased his entire length into her inch by inch. “But I will see that it is so.”


  Kyra growled deep in her throat and wrapped her legs around his waist. She trailed her fingernails against his hard muscles and threw her head back.


  Ian’s thrusts were steady, and she shifted to welcome him deeper into her body. She had never felt another touch her as intimately as he did. His large hands moved over her willing body, stroking and pleasuring every inch of her sensitive skin.


  Kyra inhaled deeply and locked the clean masculine scent of Ian inside her mind. Impossible to feel her body yearning again for the release she had felt so many times already. But she opened herself to all the sensations Ian gave her. And felt the pressure build again.


  “Ian,” she murmured.


  “Aye.” He gripped her hair and inhaled the scent of her. His cock stretched her to the limit again and again.


  She dug her fingernails into his sinewy arms and cried out as the next thrust took her over the edge once more.


  He growled and threw his head back. Kyra watched in fascination as pleasure crossed his face and shook his body. She looked at him until he opened his eyes. The orbs shone with an unholy light then dimmed as he focused them.


  “You are perfection, Kyra.” Ian rolled to his side and propped his head up with his pillow.


  “Not a witch?” she teased.


  “I am still undecided.”


  Kyra’s eyes widened. “You must be kidding.”


  “I am new here. I know not whether there be witches. There were a few in my homeland. Special women with gifts. Are you not the same as these?”


  “I am the same as no one.” She scowled and narrowed her golden eyes. “And you would do best to remember that.”


  Ian chuckled and stroked her flaxen hair. “How could I forget?”


  “Aren’t you supposed to be working or something today?” Kyra mock-frowned. “What happened to all this ‘master’ business you’ve been throwing around?”


  “A woman like you does not come along everyday.” Ian arched an eyebrow. “And I finished my rounds before I brought you to my quarters.”


  Kyra laughed and snuggled closer. “Somehow, I knew that.”


  “You are new here, also?”


  She panicked for a split-second before smiling widely. “My assignment is not fixed. I simply wander around to where I am needed.” She hurriedly changed the subject.


  “Do you like it here?”


  Ian nodded. “It is beautiful. The land and people are tended to with compassion. The animals want for nothing. King Thane seems to be a benevolent ruler.” His eyes darkened when they gazed at Kyra. “And the women are most beautiful and becoming.”


  She grinned foolishly. “You have a silver tongue to match your silver eyes.”


  “Come here, woman. I will show you my silver tongue.”


  * * * *


  Kyra hurried home and shimmied up the large oak tree outside the hallway next to her room. She looked down at Ian’s large, white shirt and grinned foolishly. She brought one sleeve up and inhaled deeply. Her body flooded with recent memories, and Kyra nearly groaned. What she wouldn’t give to go back to him.


  She opened her door and shut it silently behind her. Her room was pitch black, and she uttered a shriek at the voice that floated from the dark.


  “Considering I’ve covered for your ass the entire day, I would appreciate some semblance of an explanation.”


  Kyra watched her sister’s pale form begin to glow from her seat by the bed.


  Celine stood and walked over to Kyra. “What have you been doing?” Her blue eyes sparkled. “Or should that be who?”


  Kyra waved her arm, and her chamber instantly lit with a warm, golden glow. She walked stiffly over to her closet and took Ian’s shirt off and replaced it with a long, sunflower robe. She turned to her sister and raised her chin.


  “I’ve been with the Keeper of the Dogs.”


  Celine snorted which turned into full-blown laughter. Tears streamed down her face, and she wiped them away quickly. “Good one.” She frowned at the silence that greeted her words. She approached Kyra and studied her face.


  “You haven’t.”


  “I have.”


  “Have you lost your senses?” Celine threw her arms open. “Father will have a conniption. As well you know.”


  “I cannot help what I feel.” Kyra rubbed her temple. “It’s complicated.”


  “What do you feel, sister?” Celine put her arm around Kyra and guided her to the bed.


  Kyra placed her hand on her heart. “Something shifted. I feel different. And I don’t know what to do.” She met Celine’s eyes. “Ian matters to me.”


  “Do I know him?”


  “I doubt it.” Kyra stood and paced her room. “He only recently accepted the post. He hails from Palma.” She looked at her sister beseechingly. “He is gentle. A giant of a man with a gift for animals.”


  “Palma?” Celine’s eyes widened.


  “What?” Kyra demanded.


  “You should pay more attention to history, sister.” Celine’s blue eyes glowed faintly. “You have mated with a Palman.”


  “Yes. And?”


  “You now belong to him.”


  Kyra blinked twice. Stood up slowly. Looked at her sister. “I don’t believe I’ve heard you correctly.”


  “Palman men mate for life. You are his.”


  Kyra sank to the bed. “I feel slightly ill,” she said faintly.


  Celine hugged her tightly. “All is not lost, sister. Do not return to him. He will never know the difference. You need not sacrifice yourself to him.”


  “How can I not?” Kyra lifted her chin. “Honor, sister. What would you do?” She pinned Celine with golden eyes that shifted with each mood.


  “The same as you will do.” Celine sighed. “Go back to him.”


  * * * *


  Kyra bit her lip and gave herself an inspiring talk as she walked down the stone road toward the animal compounds. She hadn’t lied. That was one piece of the mess she could cling to with pride. The other pieces? Not so much.


  She and Ian would talk. She would explain that she never meant to hurt him. And she would accept him gladly.


  They could live at the castle, and he could travel to his job every morning. Kyra nodded. Yes. That was acceptable. She would no sooner take him from the work he loved than she would expect him to do to her.


  “It’ll be fine,” she murmured. “We’re compatible.” Her body flushed at the thought of his mouth and hands on her. “More than compatible.” Even now she ached for him to stroke her body with his hands and slide inside her. And the feelings of tenderness she had for him only grew with each hour.


  Kyra shivered in the morning air. She wore only a thin, lemony dress with short-sleeves and matching sandals. She had taken a quick bath and snuck out before her parents could stop her. Her long hair wrapped tightly around her head like a crown.


  She kept talking to herself as she approached the kennels and searched out any sign of Ian.


  A small boy hurried over to her with a mile-wide grin. “Goddess Kyra.” He bowed and offered her a shiny golden apple.


  Kyra inclined her head. “Thank you, Marcus.”


  His dark brown eyes widened, and he grinned. “You’re welcome, Goddess Kyra.”


  She watched him for a couple of minutes. “Yes, child?”


  “What is it like, Goddess Kyra?” He watched her in awe. “To command the sun?”


  “I command nothing.” Kyra winked and grinned. “We work in tandem. Our powers rely on each other to survive.”


  “Marcus!”


  Kyra’s head snapped up as she watched Ian stride across the yard. His chest bare, and his muscled legs clad in black breeches. Her heart raced frantically in her chest.


  “You are to feed kennels two and three.” He put his hands on his hips with a frown. “Why do you waste time out here handing fruit to a coworker?”


  Marcus’ eyes widened in his dark face.


  Kyra held up her hand but couldn’t prevent the words that spilled from the young boy’s mouth.


  “I didn’t offer fruit to a coworker, sir. I offered fruit to the Sun Goddess.”


  She saw the disbelief etched across in his face before it went completely blank.


  Kyra patted Marcus on his head. “Go back to work, Marcus. And thank you for the fruit.” She watched the boy until he disappeared.


  “Do you often dally with the help, Sun Goddess?” The words were spoken tightly.


  “Ian.” She reached out to touch his arm, and he flinched back.


  “Do not touch me.” He looked down at her with a scowl. “I gave myself to you.” His silver eyes glowed as they raked over her. “King Thane’s daughter. What a wonderful kingdom that allows the Keeper of the Dogs to bed a goddess.” He turned on his heel and strode away from her.


  “Ian!” Kyra picked up the hem of her dress and raced after him. He didn’t stop. He disappeared into the kennel, and she finally caught up with him.


  “I didn’t know about your people!” She pressed her hand to her racing heart. “I did not know of your rituals. But I will marry you.”


  “Marry me?” Ian turned, and his whole body tensed. “You think I would have a liar in my bed? A woman who has no principles?” He glared down at her and, with the next words, broke her heart into pieces.


  “I would be as welcome in your world as the wolf who mated my bitch.” Ian turned and walked away.


  She couldn’t leave the conversation at that. Kyra raced after him again.


  “Wait!”


  He stopped in his tracks and stood unyielding. Kyra stood in front of him with her palms turned up, beseeching. “We do not have to bicker. I care about you. It matters not that you are the Keeper of the Dogs. It matters not that I am a Goddess. We are bound to each other.”


  “I release you from your bond.” Ian turned on his heel and left her standing there.


  * * * *


  Kyra walked home slowly with little remembrance of the journey. Ian’s words tore through her with vicious claws and raked her dignity to shreds.


  He would not have her.


  She pressed her hand to her aching heart and told herself it was for the best. What kind of union would we have? The Sun Goddess and the Keeper of the Dogs?


  Tears seeped from her eyes and left radiant streaks along her golden cheeks. But the pain didn’t abate. It grew to proportions that left her breathless and wounded beyond the deepest injury.


  Kyra stumbled through the gates and into the main foyer of the castle. The guard saluted her, but she walked past without greeting him. She was blind to everything and everyone around her.


  She felt someone put their arm around her and lead her to her room. She didn’t care. Nothing mattered. Even when she tried to make the situation work, she had been denied. It didn’t bear thinking about.


  “Kyra!”


  She looked up blankly at her sister and Kane. “Yes?”


  “What happened?”


  “He doesn’t want me.” Kyra walked over to her bed and sat down. “I am a disgrace. A liar. He chooses to be alone.”


  Kane growled low in his throat. “What man would not adore you, Kyra?” He shook his head. “It makes no sense.”


  “I told him I did not know of his rituals, but that I would marry him. I offered to stay with him.”


  Kane frowned. “You phrased it like that?”


  “Yes.”


  Celine sighed and looked at her sister. “Perhaps a better choice of words was in order.”


  Kyra’s head shot up, and she glared. “I do not need him!” She stood and looked at the duo in front of her. “This is all your damn fault anyway. You and your two happy asses,” she snarled.


  Celine narrowed her eyes to mere slits. “Kane. Leave.”


  Kane looked from one woman to the other and backed up. “What are you two planning on doing?”


  Kyra held her hands out and sais appeared instantly.


  Celine held her hands out and kubotans appeared.


  “Holy shit,” Kane muttered and backed up another step.


  Kyra circled her sister with flat eyes and a scowl. “You and your stupid boyfriend. Couldn’t just screw his brains out. Oh no. You had to go and want to marry him.”


  Celine nodded. “Aye. Kane and I are meant to be. Too bad the same couldn’t be said for you and the Keeper of the Dogs.”


  “Ian.” Kyra lunged forward and swiped the air a mere inch from Celine’s face. She spun and attacked Celine with every ounce of strength she possessed. She vaguely remembered Kane retreating to the bed behind a large, yellow pillow.


  They battled for at least an hour. Neither tiring. Neither submitting. They circled each other with dangerous weapons and fought with a fury that scared the hell out of the man in the room.


  After a period of time, Kyra lowered her weapons.


  Celine followed suit. “Do you feel better, sister?”


  “Help me.” Kyra embraced Celine and clung to her tightly. “Help me.”


  * * * *


  Kyra strode stiffly across the canine compound, unerringly drawn to Ian’s presence. She could find him out of a crowd of millions. He had touched more than her body when they were together. She felt an invisible pull even when they were apart.


  She stopped in the doorway of the first building and watched him check a pregnant bitch out. He was thorough, and Kyra bit back the sigh at the thought of those hands on her.


  Ian stiffened, and she knew he was aware of her presence.


  “I beg an audience, Ian.”


  He stood and turned to her. His eyes were dull as lead. “You need beg nothing, Goddess. I am your servant.”


  “Stop it!” Kyra moved closer and touched his bare chest. “I am a woman. You are a man. That is it.”


  He swiped at her hands. “What need you?”


  “You.” The look of surprise on his face gave her hope. “I need you. Only you.”


  “Impossible.” Ian held his head high. “I would rather be alone than with you.”


  “And why do you loathe me so, Ian? What have I done to you?” Kyra demanded. “I did not lie.” Her hands clenched into fists. “I gave you myself. You touched me.” She laid a hand on her chest.


  “I am not suitable for your mate.”


  She could see the words cost him a great deal of dignity. Tears streamed down her face. “I understand honor, Ian. I am bound by it. So I will not beg for that which you will not willingly give. But I need to say the words.”


  Kyra looked deeply into his eyes and touched his cheek. “I love you. I was meant for you. And when you realize that, you can come to me.” She turned on her heel and left the building without a backward glance.


  * * * *


  Celine had more than enough. Her sister simply existed. She no longer enjoyed any of her life. She remained locked up tight in her bedroom and refused to allow any one admittance. It slowly killed Celine to see her sister in pain.


  She would talk to her father first. And after that, Ian. Because he would not simply refuse her sister. Hell no. If Kyra could interfere in her love life, the least she could do was to return the favor.


  Celine lifted her hand to the door when she heard male raised voices. She put her ear to the door and listened.


  * * * *


  “You think you can come to my kingdom and demand my daughter?” King Thane growled low in his throat. “I do not know you.” He eyed the large man in front of him with fury. “You will demand nothing of me.”


  “Your Highness. There is business between your daughter and I that needs to be settled. I am not going anywhere until it is so.” He sighed. “She is important to me.” His deep voice rumbled through the room.


  “Business?” King Thane repeated. “Care to be more specific?”


  “No.”


  “Your impudence is on my last nerve, son.”


  “I have heard of a wager between yourself and your wife, Highness. Let me just say that if I have my way, I could help with that.”


  King Thane tilted his head to the side. “You don’t say.” He cleared his throat. “Well, that’s a different matter entirely.”


  * * * *


  The voices softened considerably, and Celine smiled. Apparently Ian knew exactly what buttons to push with her father. She hoped he could do the same with her sister.


  * * * *


  The week passed in a haze. Kyra didn’t leave her room. It simply wasn’t worth it. And when her parents came to her, she sent them away with no explanation.


  Celine came to offer comfort, but Kyra needed time. She stayed on her terrace the first five days. Ate there. She could see the entire road to the compound from there. But after the fifth day and no word, she simply gave up and retired to her room.


  The seventh night she made a decision to travel away from her homeland. She couldn’t stay so near to Ian and not be with him. Kyra packed her bag and waited until nightfall. As soon as the moon rose high in the sky, she opened her door slowly and peered down the hall.


  “What are you running from, Kyra?”


  She spun and held her hand out, shining light with a mere thought.


  Ian lounged against the side of the exterior wall.


  “You are here,” she said faintly.


  “Aye. I am here.” He walked toward her slowly, bathed in her light. He wore tan breeches and a white, short-sleeved shirt.


  Kyra’s heart thumped painfully. “Have you come to tell me how I do not suit you?”


  “Sweet, Kyra.” His hand brushed through her hair. “We have made a mess of things.”


  She stepped back, dearly holding onto her pride.


  “Ah.” Ian’s hand dropped to his waist.


  “I am leaving.” Kyra motioned to her bag. “We need time and space.”


  “We need to wed.”


  She shook her head in disbelief. “What did you just say?”


  Ian sank to his knees in front of her. He rested his head against her stomach and wrapped his arms tightly around her waist.


  Kyra rested her hand lightly against his shorn hair. And then squealed as he stood and tossed her over his shoulder.


  “What are you doing?” She pounded on his back and kicked her feet fruitlessly.


  He patted her ass and chuckled. “I am taking you to our bed. Where I plan to convince you to marry me.”


  Kyra landed with a thump and glared up at Ian. “You overestimate you charms.”


  “You underestimate yours.” Ian pulled off his shirt and shrugged out of his pants. He stood nude before her.


  Kyra’s mouth ran dry as she took in every inch of the man she loved. “Come here.” She patted her bed. “Perhaps we could work something out.”


  “Aye. We will work it out. To my satisfaction.” He lowered himself onto the bed and looked into her eyes. “You prick a man’s pride with your careless words.”


  She bit her lip. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to do.” Kyra trailed a hand slowly down his bare chest. “I’ve missed you.”


  “I have been busy handling details, woman.” His silver eyes glowed. “I’ve asked permission of your father to wed you.”


  Kyra blinked. “It matters not whether my parents accept you or not. I accept you.”


  “I haven’t asked, woman.”


  She glared at him. “Honestly, Ian. If I have to wait for you to do everything, I will lose my mind.”


  “Impatient woman!” Ian slid up her body slowly. He kissed her lips gently and traced them with his tongue. “And yes. You will wait for me.” His bare chest rubbed against her breasts, and she arched her back reveling in the sensations.


  Kyra wound her arms around his neck and kissed his ear. “Maybe we could work something out. But I’m not marrying you.”


  Ian pulled back and arched his eyebrow. “I can barely keep up with your moods, woman. And pray tell. Why will you not marry me?”


  Kyra’s eye glowed dangerously. “There’s this little wager between my parents.”


  * * * *


  Celine and Kyra married on the same day. Their grooms were extremely understanding about their competitive nature and the wager between their parents.


  King Thane and Queen Ara beamed throughout the entire proceedings. When the last vows were recited, and the couples left for their honeymoons, the royal parents retired to their bedroom.


  Thane took his gold crown off and set it on the dresser. He shot a glance to his wife and grinned. “Kyra said her vows first. Therefore I win the wager, wife. Shall we discuss terms?”


  “Husband.” Ara patted her hair and slid her cobalt royal robe from her shoulders. “Technically, Celine was engaged first. Therefore, I believe we’ll simply call this one a tie.” She shot her husband a look. “Unless you care to go double or nothing.”


  Thane’s eyebrows shot up. “Double or nothing?” He grinned. “Do tell.”


  “Well.” Ara smiled. “There are always the grandchildren.”
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