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Chapter One
 
 
Bent over a fence rail with her skirts lifted, Danewyn squeezed her eyes shut and prayed the soldier would be quick about it. She always demanded payment up front—made them pay it to Coenred, the tavern keeper directly, to prevent men from taking advantage. Something about this one seemed like trouble. She should have told him no, except that she'd already given it up to his three friends, and not taking a poke from him too would surely start a fuss. And Coenred might protect her from trouble, but not if she went asking for it.
The soldier drove into her with rough, drunken strokes, meanwhile boasting the entire time about his service to the king. It was never a good sign when a man talked while he did the deed. She rolled her eyes since he couldn't see her face. He finished at last and plopped down on the fence rail to continue his monologue. She ignored the move and started to go inside, but he grabbed her arm and yanked her back, never stopping his endless stream of blathering.
“So as I was sayin', King Benton's going to knight me after the next battle.”
Fat chance. She had a moment of prescience—not a vision, but a knowing. She usually kept her mouth shut about such things, but because she was in bad temper, she spoke it. “Your king has more battles ahead of him than he guesses—the Red Fox rises to take back his throne,” she said authoritatively.
“Wha—?” the drunken soldier said, but she was already marching away. As she came to the back door of the inn and tavern, the hairs stood up on her arms, and she had a strong feeling it was related to the words she had just uttered. A man came out of the shadows, just finishing with Vivien, another whore who worked the tavern. He was a huge man, and his face was scarred badly on one side with mottled ripples running from eye to chin. He wore not the clothing of King Benton's soldiers, but he looked like a warrior just the same. His face was perfectly blank, but his eyes were upon her in a way that wasn't sexual—there was a calculating intelligence there that she found disturbing. She hurried inside, sparing him one more glance over her shoulder.
She and Coenred haggled over his cut of the night's proceeds, and then she slipped out the front door for the room she let nearby, closing her nose to the smell of excrement from man and beast that filled the roads of London. She had walked only a dozen paces before someone grabbed her from behind, a huge hand slapped over her mouth, preventing her from screaming. Fear shot through her like lightning, and she thrashed against her captor, but the man holding her with a vice-like grip seemed almost twice her size.
The scarred man. It had to be.
Two other men were with him, helping to hustle her away to horses. By Our Lady—he had heard what she'd said about the Red Fox! If he was the Red Fox's knight, she might be tortured to discover what she knew of them.
For a moment, the thumb of the huge hand over her mouth blocked her nostrils, and she panicked completely, her fingernails digging into the hand, her feet kicking. “Sorry,” he muttered, moving the thumb. “I didn't mean to cut off your air. Listen to me—we need to ask you some questions. I'm going to take you with me for a ride. If you answer truthfully, no harm will come to you—I promise. Nod your head if you understand.”
His hand was clamped so tightly around her mouth that nodding seemed an impossibility, but when she made an unsuccessful attempt, he said, “Good girl. Now, I'm going to take my hand off your mouth. If you scream, I will knock you out cold, but I'd rather not harm you, understand? Will you keep your mouth shut?”
She made another attempt at moving her head in assent.
“Good girl,” he said and very slowly removed his hand from her mouth, then caught her two wrists, efficiently twisting them behind her and binding them with a rope. She looked around at him wildly, scanning the road for anyone, but there was no one save the three men who'd grabbed her. Her captor confiscated her eating knife from the little scabbard she kept around her waist.
She took several deep, cleansing breaths, trying to calm her wildly racing heart. If she thought anyone would come to help her, she would scream and risk being knocked out. But they were too far from the tavern for Coenred to hear, and she doubted he'd get involved if it involved risking his own neck. She had no one else to defend her or even care.
Until this moment, she hadn't truly believed the Red Fox existed. Known as the Lost Prince of Briton, he was the son of King Unser, who had taken the throne after King Arthur died at the hand of his son Mordred. His parents were cut down in a coup by the present king, Benton. That a red-headed babe had lived and had been borne away by his nursemaid to safety had been rumored over the past 20 years but was widely believed to be no more than a folktale.
If his men believed she knew their secrets, there was no telling what they would do to her. The prospect turned her cold. They would never believe she knew nothing about the Red Fox after what she'd said at the tavern. They would want to know every detail of what she knew and where she'd heard it, and she had no answers to questions like that. She would probably be killed.
The big man deftly passed her into the hands of another while he mounted his horse, then reached down to catch under her armpits and swing her up in front of him. The other two men mounted and the three rode away from London, veering from the roads to ride through bramble and into the thick of trees.
The large man behind her kept one arm wrapped around her waist so her trussed wrists pressed against his hard-muscled belly. She knew he could feel her shaking helplessly, hear her breath rasping too quickly in her chest. His second hand crossed her chest to stroke up and down her arm in a gesture of comfort as it loosely held the reins.
“Shh,” he said in a deep, low voice spoken near her ear. “I meant what I said. No harm will come to you if you answer well.”
She twisted in her seat to look back at him. She couldn't tell whether he spoke the truth or not. He wore the blank expression she had seen at the tavern, with the same sharp eyes. His face was clean-shaven; she guessed it must be because no hair would grow on the side with the scars. She wondered briefly what had caused such scars on his face. They looked like burns.
They rode for more than an hour, and she had a feeling they were taking the precaution of riding in circles to be sure she couldn't track where they rode, though they needn't have worried—in the dark and the trees, she'd lost all sense of direction. She hadn't eaten since breakfast, so her belly was growling with hunger and her arms ached from being tied behind her. At last they arrived at what appeared to be a soldier's camp. She saw orderly rows of tents—mayhap thirty or forty—and scores of men sitting about, sharpening swords or talking in low voices. Every man stared at her with unmasked curiosity. She doubted they saw many women in camp. Or mayhap it was the most ordinary thing to drag a whore from London here to service the men. Her hands went clammy at the thought of a forced servitude to the troop.
Her captor handed her down to one of his cohorts and then dismounted. He untied her wrists and rubbed the chafed skin. She looked up at him, surprised at the kindness, and felt an electric jolt when their eyes met. His were a warm brown, with lashes that curled on his good eye. The eye on the side of his face that was ruined was smaller—scars narrowing the opening and preventing any lashes from growing. But it was not so much the eyes, as the man behind them that made her stare. A warm shiver ran through her.
“Come. You're hungry,” he said, holding the nape of her neck and leading her toward a fire. “Any food left?” he asked a page tending the fire.
“Aye, Sir Ferrum. How many bowls?”
“Four.”
The boy dished out four bowls of meat stew, and her captor handed her one. She drank down the broth quickly, then fished the meat and roots out with her fingers, since her captor—Sir Ferrum, as the page had called him—hadn't returned her eating knife.
“You were hungry,” he commented. “Do you require more?”
She shook her head. “No, but—” she hesitated. There was no dancing around it. “I have to pee,” she confessed. She was grateful he seemed completely unfazed by that. He led her to the wood's edge and leaned against a tree, watching her.
“I suppose it's too much to ask you to turn your back?”
“Aye.”
A flush of anger and embarrassment coursed through her, and she turned her back instead, before lifting her skirts to squat. She closed her eyes, trying to ignore the humiliation of it. She turned to face him when she finished, feeling her cheeks hot. His expression was unfathomable, but she thought she saw the smallest quirk of his lips. Straightening her skirts with an angry flounce, she marched forward to his side. He dropped a large hand on her shoulder and guided her to what appeared to be the main tent—it was bigger and centrally located. In it, a wiry knight with red-brown hair stood at a makeshift table, examining maps on parchment. He dropped them to study her when she entered. The way his eyes took her in gave her the lurching feeling he saw straight into her soul.
The Red Fox. Even if logic hadn't told her it was him, the way her hairs pricked on her arms confirmed it.
“Sit,” he said, indicating a stool with the lift of his chin.
She sat on it, her heart pounding, her mouth dry.
“What's your name?”
She licked her lips. “Danewyn, sir.”
“My lord,” Sir Ferrum corrected her.
“My lord,” she murmured.
“Danewyn,” he said musingly, still studying her. Sir Ferrum stood in the background, his arms folded across his enormous chest.
“Do you know who I am?”
“No, sir,” she answered immediately. “I mean, no, my lord.” Better to lie—they would never release her if they believed she knew his identity.
“That's a lie,” the Red Fox said evenly.
Her already racing heart picked up more speed.
“What do you know about the Red Fox, Danewyn?” he asked.
Her eyes darted to Sir Ferrum. He had overheard her behind the tavern, as she'd feared. She licked her lips again. “Nothing,” she said, her voice cracking.
The Red Fox raised his eyebrows in a look that had a distinct warning to it.
“I mean—I know nothing more than what I said at the tavern. I should not have said such a thing. I am sorry.”
As if an apology was going to set her free.
“Tell me what exactly you said.”
She drew in a deep breath. “I believe I said the Red Fox will rise again.”
The Red Fox's eyes bored into her. “Why would you say such a thing?”
She blew out her held breath. “I didn't like the way Benton's soldier handled me, that's all. I made it up,” she lied.
The Red Fox shook his head slightly. “Another lie. You'll be punished for those. Lies irritate me, Danewyn.”
“Yes, sir.”
“My lord,” Sir Ferrum corrected her again.
“Yes, my lord,” she whispered, realizing with dismay that the use of the title acknowledged her understanding that he was, indeed, the Lost Prince.
“Try again—the truth, this time.”
She hesitated. She had learned at an early age not to reveal her gift of Sight. The priests condemned the Sight as devilry, and those who still practiced the old ways, did so in secret. The times when she had revealed her gift, she'd been beaten for lying or shunned as strange. Yet the Red Fox—Prince Philip—seemed to think he could tell the truth from a lie.
“It was a premonition that came to me in the moment.”
The prince walked closer to her and stared. “What was the premonition?”
She shrugged. “Just what I said.” She cast her mind back to the knowing sense she'd had. Her eyes went unfocused and she felt a prickling of it. When her voice spoke it sounded with the deeper resonance it took on when she used the Sight. “The soldier I was with will be in two battles against you. Battles that will both be lost.” She focused her eyes on the prince again.
He took a step closer and ran his finger along the hairs that were standing up on her arms. “Does this always happen when you use your gift?” he asked softly.
The surge of emotion that choked her came as a surprise. He had believed her. Or it seemed he had. The rightful prince of Briton believed in her Sight when no one else had. She had to take a few deep breaths before she could answer.
“Yes, my lord. At least, I think so.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “Sometimes it's the hairs back here.”
The prince smiled before turning to her captor. “Ferrum, send Edwin to fetch me a pair of dice.”
Ferrum. The name suited him. She felt inexplicably drawn to the knight. Something about the way he'd been so careful with her—even as he'd taken her by force—had left her wanting more. Her eyes rested on the place where he'd been standing for a moment, and when they returned to the prince, he was looking at her curiously.
“Do you have family in London?”
“Yes, my lord,” she lied, watching Sir Ferrum cross the tent to hand the prince the dice.
He accepted the dice without taking his eyes off her, and put a finger under her chin to lift her face to his. “Mayhap you didn't understand me when I asked you not to lie.” His voice held a dangerous sort of quiet that made her swallow convulsively.
“No family. No friends?”
She glared at him, flushing. “I have friends,” she snapped, then felt her stomach clench wondering if that, too, were a lie. She paid rent to live in the back of a woman's house, but calling her a friend was a stretch. And there was Coenred, the tavern-keeper. But he wasn't really a friend, either. In fact, she didn't like him at all. She brought her eyes reluctantly back to the prince's. He had cocked his head to one side, considering her.
He rolled the dice on the makeshift table, shielding them from her view with his body. “What did I roll, Danewyn?”
“What?”
“What are the numbers on the dice?”
She bit her lip and let her eyes drift to a soft focus. “Three and a five. So eight. Is that what you wanted?”
He didn't turn back to her. She heard the dice roll again. “Now what?”
“One and one.”
“Snake eyes,” he muttered. “Again.” She heard the dice roll again.
“Seven. A four and a three.”
“And now?” he said, but she didn't detect the sound of dice rolling.
“Seven again. Two and a five.” He rolled the dice after she spoke and then glanced down at them. When he turned around, his mouth curved into a satisfied smile. He looked at her musingly. She had a flash of doubt, suddenly, that what she'd Seen was real.
“Look, I don't know—I don't play dice,” she said pleadingly. “But I promise you that what I spoke at the tavern was premonition, not anything I heard anywhere. I didn't know your men were there, and I didn't mean to reveal your secret. I just didn't like the soldier I was with and wanted to throw something in his face, that's all.”
The prince said nothing. Mayhap he'd never believed her. He might be planning her torture in hopes of learning who had informed. She rubbed her feet together nervously, the tension in her growing. “Do you believe me?” she asked, her voice cracking.
The prince's face softened suddenly. “Relax, Danewyn. I know truth from lies. You've told three lies to me. Four, if I count the fib that you have friends in London. The rest is truth.”
Relief swept over her.
He looked at Sir Ferrum. “Take her. Punish her for the lies,” he said with a dismissing nod. Sir Ferrum stepped toward her, and she stood to meet him, relieved to move away from the intense scrutiny of the Red Fox.
“Gently,” the prince called to their retreating backs, modifying his order.
Punish her gently?
What on earth did that mean?
 
* * *
 
It had been incredible the way Danewyn knew the numbers on the dice Phillip had thrown, even predicting correctly before he threw. Even more incredible to Ferrum was that someone with that ability whored at a tavern in London, apparently with no family or friends to speak of. In the times of King Arthur, before Avalon disappeared into the mists, a woman like her would have been highly revered. Fortunately, Phillip was like that great king—unafraid to use magic if it served him. He understood how valuable a woman like her might be for his campaign for the throne. He would keep her—Ferrum saw his foster brother's strategy clearly.
He brought her to his tent. Sir Godfrey and his squire Henley were there, and he told them to take all their things and find somewhere else to sleep. Phillip hadn't said, but he assumed he was responsible for keeping her through the night. He led her back to the fire to confiscate a stool from the soldier who was perched on it and then escorted her back toward the tent, never taking his hand off her, but keeping it gentle.
She was smart. She didn't struggle with him—surely knowing she couldn't win any battle of strength—but he saw her eyes dart around as if she were measuring her escape routes. She took in the location of the horses and the men. He could practically sense her making her plans to get away.
He took off his sword belt and slipped the scabbards from it as he sat down on the stool with an arm around her slim waist. She was exquisitely beautiful. Her coloring was very light—clearly she was of Saxon or Angle blood. It was said the Angles had been so named because they looked like angels. If that were true, she was surely Angle born—he'd never seen anyone who looked so lovely. Her hair was a pale blond and her skin light. She had wide-set blue eyes that were angled down at the outer corners, giving her a childish, innocent look, with lashes that were so pale they were almost invisible.
He'd seen no smile from her since they arrived, although he'd seen a fake-looking one when she was trolling for men back at the tavern in London. The pinched, serious look to her face appeared to be a habitual expression for her. He had a strong desire to discover just what would ease that worry for her—to protect her from the life that had obviously given her hardship.
“Let's get your punishment over with, shall we?” he asked.
She eyed his belt as if she'd just realized what sort of chastisement he had in mind. “What are you going to do with me?” she asked warily, her chest rising and falling quickly.
“I'm going to give you a thrashing.”
She swallowed and stared down at him with her beautiful eyes widened. She looked so innocent, so childlike, that it pained him to have to punish her. Her eyes traveled from his face to the belt and back.
“Must you?” she asked, but her defeated look said she'd already accepted the inevitable.
“'Fraid so—you heard the prince.” He took her wrist and guided her gently across his lap. Her skirts were thick—offering far too much protection. He pulled them up over her legs to bare a pert little bottom. She squeezed her cheeks together when the air hit them. He rested his hand on the soft orbs.
He tried to remember whether he'd ever whipped a woman before. The way his cock had gone rock hard made him doubt it. He would surely have remembered such an experience. He doubled the sword belt and touched it once to her bottom to perfect his aim. Then he cracked it down with about a quarter of his strength. She jerked in response, but made no sound. He continued, giving her a few seconds between each stroke to recover before delivering the next one, watching the way the her skin turned from cream, to a light rosy blush, to a deeper crimson as the lines of the belt started to stand up in puffed striation. She still hadn't made a sound, but she wriggled plenty, which did not help alleviate his intense arousal for her. He ended the whipping with five much harder strokes—their foster father had always done it that way—to show how much worse it might have been. They got a sound out of her—she cried out with each one, her voice starting to take on the sounds of sobbing by the last one. He lifted her to stand in front of him and rubbed her hot cheeks. Her skirts were still up, so he was caressing her bare bottom, which was completely improper. He jerked his hands away and allowed the skirts to fall down to her ankles. The moment his hands left her skin, they itched to touch it again—her tantalizing curves igniting a hunger deep within him.
She had tears glinting on her lashes, and her chin quivered, but surprisingly, she didn't look angry with him, confirming his impression that life had been hard for her—as if she'd come to expect pain and humiliation. She lowered slowly to kneel between his knees and stunned him by reaching to free his erection from his leggings. “You don't have to do that,” he choked, but her mouth was already opening, and the part of him that desperately wanted her mouth on his cock disabled the part of him that knew it was wrong.
“You want it,” she murmured, and he gasped at the feeling of cold air on his moistened cock.
He let his head fall back and forced himself to breathe. “Aye,” he grunted, knowing full well she was playing him, and not caring in the slightest. She tightened her lips and rubbed up and down just over the head of his penis several times, then opened her mouth wider and took as much of his length as she was able. The head of his cock bumped the back of her throat, but she didn't gag or choke. She sucked hard on the out-strokes, using her fingers to massage his ball sac and the fleshy area behind it. His cock jerked in happy response to her attentions, and he groaned. Though he'd just had a whore several hours ago in London, he felt like a young man who'd never been touched by a woman before. It took her no time at all to bring him to the brink of ecstasy, and he warned her before he spilled his seed, but she kept him in her mouth, swallowed, then sat back on her haunches and studied him, still without a smile.
He stroked her head, then buried his fingers in her hair. It was starting to come free of its braid, and he worked to unwind it, the silky waves spreading over her shoulders like a mantle. “You didn't have to do that,” he said hoarsely.
She shrugged. “I chose to. And you wanted it.”
He shook his head. “Aye, but not like that.”
She frowned. “What do you mean?” she said, standing from her crouch.
“I mean, I would want it to be freely offered, not given by a woman I've captured and beaten, who has no other options than to suck my cock.”
He'd always had a habit of saying the exact wrong thing to a woman. This was no exception. A look of pure fury darkened her face, and she swung her fist in an arc, hitting him in the mouth. He allowed the blow to fall, partly because he figured he must deserve it, and partly because he thought it was amusing that she would try to hit him.
She packed more force than he would have guessed was possible for such a little thing. His lip split and blood ran down his chin. Her eyes widened when she saw the blood and panic flitted across her face. He snatched her up quickly when she started to bolt. She thrashed around as he held her by the waist and he considered whether he ought to spank her again. He didn't want to. He sat back down on the stool and pulled her onto his lap, holding her tightly until she stopped struggling.
“I'm hopeless with women,” he admitted, hoping to soften her with his own humility. “I always say the wrong thing.”
He felt all the fight go out of her. She twisted to look at him.
“How did that offend you?”
She frowned, looking as though she wanted to hit him again, but seemed to reconsider. She pressed her lips together and looked away.
“No. You can't hit me and then give me the silent treatment.” He took her little jaw in his hand and turned her face back to him with his eyebrows raised in a warning.
She flushed, her shoulders sagging. She looked at him sullenly for another long moment before she said, “I meant that not as a bargaining tool—I gave it freely.” She shrugged. “To repay you for your gentleness with me.”
His heart lurched at that. Gentleness? He couldn't recall any woman had ever found him gentle. He had always been Ferrum the Giant—the rough, ugly ogre who terrified women with his scars, his size, and his lack of finesse. He swallowed and stroked the hair back from her face. “I apologize. I meant you no offense. I just don't want you to—never mind. I'll shut it before I offend again.”
At that, she smiled, reluctantly. It was the first genuine smile he'd seen on her, and it confirmed she was truly an angel from heaven. There was a dimple on one cheek, her teeth were white and straight, and the warmth that came into her face transformed it. She wiped the blood from his chin with her thumb, rubbing it on his tunic and then licking her thumb to wipe off the blood that had dried. Apparently dissatisfied, she leaned forward, her little pink tongue starting to extend. God's teeth. His breath hitched as she met his face with her warm, wet tongue, actually licking his split lip clean. He groaned and his hands tightened on her, the need he had just spent returning anew.
“You're not going to set me free, are you, Sir Ferrum?”
He shook his head to clear it and blinked at her. “It's not for me to decide,” he answered honestly, though he knew the answer was no. She studied him with keen intelligence behind her eyes. Though she said nothing, he was almost certain she was making her plans for escape.
He bound one of his own wrists to hers, so if she tried to work them off in the night, he would notice. Then he led her to his bedroll and lay down, pulling her down as he lowered himself. They lay facing one another, their bound hands between them. He watched her eye the bonds.
“Forget about escaping, little flower. You won't get away, and if you try it, the whipping I give you will be so much worse than the one you I gave you tonight.”
Her jaw set at that, confirming his suspicions. He was going to have to keep a very close eye on her.
 


Chapter Two
 
 
Escaping in the night was an impossibility. Sir Ferrum's eyes popped open every time she made the slightest move. Several times she'd found herself staring wordlessly into those dark depths, the directness of the gaze making her lose her breath. This man unsteadied her in a way she'd never experienced before. She truly had desired to suck his cock—it had not been to manipulate him as he'd accused. She'd felt his erection and knew how simple it would be to satisfy him. And though it had seemed perfectly normal in the moment, as she lay there bound to him that night, she questioned the desire. It was not one she'd ever had before.
She was brought into the Prince's tent in the morning after breaking fast. He was standing the way he'd been the last time—staring at maps on a makeshift table. He waved to the stool again. She sat, feeling nervous about interacting with this intense man. He pulled up a stool next to her. Ferrum settled in his same position against the wall of the tent, arms folded.
“I wish to use your Sight, Danewyn.”
She nodded. She truly had no objection to using her Sight if it could help. She was no friend to the king, not that she believed the Red Fox would be the savior everyone seemed to imagine he would be. Although, now that she'd met him, mayhap she did believe it. There was certainly something special about him.
“I want to know if King Benton knows—I mean believes—that I exist.”
She felt into the question and felt a clear answer. “Yes, my lord.”
“Does he know I am organizing an army?”
Again, she listened to the space inside the question for her answer. “He has heard rumor of it, my lord.”
“But does he believe that rumor?”
She did not hear a clear answer to that. She shrugged. “I cannot say.”
“Does that mean he is not sure?”
She felt again. “Aye, my lord.”
The Prince glanced at Ferrum and rubbed his beard.
“What else?” He sat back and crossed an ankle over his other knee. “Will I win the throne?”
She got the same prickling of the skin on her arms. She swallowed. “I have already said so, my lord,” she said.
Again, he did not fail to notice the change in her skin. He ran his finger over her arm as he had the last time. “I know, I'm sorry. I just liked your answer so well the first time, I wished to hear it again,” he said, and she couldn't help but smile.
He was a very disarming man. Mayhap it was his humility that made her bold. “What would happen if I just chose not to answer your questions?”
The Prince made a sudden move, and she flinched, expecting a blow. Ferrum lunged forward at the same moment, then checked himself. As it turned out, the Prince had merely been reaching for his eating knife, which he lifted to his teeth to pick a bit of meat out as he gave a hard look at Ferrum. She tried to decipher the meaning of the look. It looked… accusatory. And Ferrum looked guilty. She replayed the moment and realized if Ferrum had lunged, it had not been to protect his prince, for surely he required no protection from her. So it had been to protect her from the Prince. And that was probably considered treasonous.
After Ferrum had lowered his eyes guiltily, the Prince turned his steely gaze on her. “What do you think is the answer to that question?” he asked icily.
She swallowed.
“Answer me.” There was not a hint of softness in the man now, and she shivered at the implied danger in his voice.
“I-I don't know.”
“Make a guess.”
“I respectfully withdraw my question, my lord.”
“Ah,” he said with a note of “of course you do.”
“Does Benton know where to find us?”
She shook her head, still feeling chilled from their interaction.
“Is he mounting a campaign against us?”
She listened. She wasn't sure of the answer. “I'm not sure.”
The Prince's eyes narrowed. “Why aren't you sure, Danewyn?”
She swallowed and shrugged. “I just can't tell. Mayhap because you scared me just now.”
The Prince uncrossed his legs and sat forward on the stool, grasping her jaw in his hand. Her heart beat rapidly in its cage, but she met his gaze steadily. If he truly was able to tell truth from lies, he would know she spoke the truth. He released her face and sat back again.
She blew out her breath.
“You were afraid last night.”
“Aye.” She felt overwhelmed, suddenly, with the questioning. The truth was, she didn't know how to control the Sight. She didn't know what made it clearer or what made it disappear altogether. And no one had ever demanded she be able use it upon command before. A single tear escaped from the center of her eye and skated down her cheek.
The Prince reached for her face again, this time his touch gentle. He thumbed away the tear and then kept him thumb there, rubbing her cheek. His tenderness made her lose composure completely, and both eyes filled with tears, which started spilling immediately, wetting her trembling lips. He released her as she pulled away, and she dashed at her tears with the backs of her hands.
“You're dismissed,” the Prince said softly.
Ferrum took hold of the nape of her neck when she met him at the tent door, and his large hand offered her comfort, even as it directed. She liked the feel of it—heavy and secure. Warm. Gentle, even with its massive size and power.
He led her through the camp on what seemed to be his morning rounds—checking in on the men and giving orders for the day. The men were curious about her, staring openly and leeringly, like customers in her tavern. Sir Ferrum introduced her every time as the Prince's Royal Seer, a title that made her uncomfortable, and not only because she had no intention of staying. She had always hidden her Sight, fearing negative attention. It was not something she would ever claim or flaunt, particularly because she had no idea how to be a Royal Seer or any such thing.
“Nay, Sir Ferrum, you jest. I heard she's a light-skirt from the tavern,” one of the men said.
“I heard you banged her in the back and then liked her so well you threw her over your shoulder and carried her to camp!” another man called out. The men roared in laughter.
Ferrum glowered. “Watch your mouth, man, or I'll beat you stupid. That's enough out of all of you!”
“Nay, Sir Ferrum, he heard it true, why deny it?” she called out so they all might hear, causing another roar of laughter and jeers.
Sir Ferrum gripped her upper arm and swung her around to face him. “Danewyn, shut it. Now,” he hissed, his expression one of warning.
She dropped a mocking curtsy, but kept her mouth shut as bidden.
He pulled her closer to him, leaning his scarred face toward hers to speak in a low voice. “You do not stir trouble with the men. You will keep your mouth shut unless you're spoken to, and when you do speak, it will be respectfully. Is that perfectly clear?”
His displeasure with her made her heart beat faster. She looked at him, not wanting to show how chastened she actually felt. “Or what?” she asked boldly.
He shook his head at her. “Or I'll spank you till you can't sit down.”
She felt her cheeks grow warm and tried unsuccessfully not to lower her eyes—they flickered down and up several times.
“Yes, sir,” he prompted.
She managed to look at him. “Yes, sir,” she said, satisfied when the words came out sounding clear-voiced and unafraid.
 
* * *
 
Ferrum left Danewyn in Phillip's watch that evening while he made the nightly rounds of camp, making sure every man had done as he should. As he returned to the Prince's fire, he sensed before he heard a tension in the air.
“Shut it, whore!” Murdock swung back an arm as if to backhand Danewyn. Ferrum roared, running to the scene. Phillip had barked at the same time, and Murdock dropped the threatening arm without striking her.
“…Ferrum is her keeper. No one touches her but him!” he heard Phillip telling Murdock as he arrived.
“What's going on?” he demanded.
“You need to teach this little whore some manners,” Murdock snarled.
Rage crashed through him, and he heard a rushing sound in his ears. He wrapped his fist in Murdock's tunic. “She is NOT a little whore. She is the Royal Seer of the Red Fox, and she will be accorded some respect around here.”
Murdock looked taken aback. He craned his neck to look past Ferrum for Phillip's take on it, but Ferrum didn't have to look—he knew Phillip would back him up. Else Phillip wouldn't have just declared the lady was his ward. He waited until Murdock conceded by dropping his eyes and mumbling an apology. Only then did he release the soldier and turn to Danewyn. “Come,” he commanded.
She followed him warily to his tent.
“What was that about?” he asked her when the flap closed behind her.
She thrust her chin forward and shrugged. “I didn't like the way he was talking to me.”
“So what happened?” he asked.
“I told him I couldn't suck a cock that small, but there might be a sheep back in the village he could try.”
He sighed and rubbed his scar. “You didn't.”
“Aye,” she said, starting to look pleased with herself.
“What did I tell you this morning, Danewyn? You need to keep your mouth closed and stay out of trouble in this camp, or things won't go well for you here.”
“Oh, really?” she said sarcastically. “Worse than they're going?”
His shoulders sagged. This was a situation he couldn't win. She was rightfully bitter about being held prisoner, and if he weren't worried about keeping her safe, he might have thought her retort to Murdock was worth a laugh. But Phillip had just declared he was her official keeper, which meant the worries of both keeping her safe and correcting her behavior fell entirely on him.
“'Yes, sir' is the only appropriate response to me right now, Danewyn,” he said tiredly.
She folded her arms across her chest and glared at him defiantly.
He tilted his head to the side and considered her. “I doubt you want to feel my hand on your arse so soon after the whipping I gave you last night.”
Far from making her repentant, that only served to fuel her anger. The muscles in her jaw stood out as she grit her teeth. “You can go lick a sheep's cunt too,” she spat.
Shite. He sighed. He wrapped an arm around her torso and pulled her down as he sat upon his bedroll. She struggled wildly, which didn't surprise him. He pulled her face down over his lap and flipped her skirts up to reveal her bottom, which still sported several faded lines from the night before. He spanked her bouncing orbs with his hand, and she cried out and cursed him, struggling and kicking her lower legs.
As he spanked, he spoke, “You will speak respectfully to me and to the other men in this camp. If they disrespect you, I will handle it—not you. Understood?”
She refused to answer at first, but when he started spanking harder, she gasped, “Yes, sir!” When he continued spanking, she cried out louder, “I said ‘yes, sir’!”
“I thank you for that, but you're still getting the spanking you earned,” he said calmly, his hand growing hot from the flattening impact it made on her cheeks.
“Stop!” she shouted and renewed her struggle with ferocity.
It was tempting to spank harder, but instead he stilled his hand on her bottom and made his voice very quiet. “Danewyn. You don't want my belt again, do you?”
She froze, not even breathing as she seemed to contemplate his threat. He waited.
“No, sir,” she said in a small voice.
“Then you will lie still and take your punishment.”
She started weeping then, probably more out of frustration than pain, and he clasped her hand with his left and gave her another half dozen spanks. Then he pulled her skirts down and flipped her around to cradle her in his arms. She wept for a moment, and then recovering, reached up to slap at his face. He caught her two wrists in one of his hands and pressed them into his chest, wedged between them.
“Stop that. Shh.” He held her very tightly to his body, not allowing her to push away.
“You heard the Prince,” he told her, by way of explanation. “I'm your keeper. That means I'm the one who has to teach you to mind around here.”
She head-butted his chest twice in fury and then collapsed into sobs. He stroked her hair, her arms, her face. He rocked her and held her until her eyes drifted closed.
After a while, Phillip entered the tent and sat down, taking in the scene without comment. “How's she doing?”
“Not so well. Fairly miserable, actually.”
“Aye,” Phillip said, seeming to understand everything. He was like that—he had an uncanny manner of knowing the most intimate details of all hearts. Ferrum loved him for it. The two had been raised as brothers—both fostered by the Duke of Umbria, who had known Phillip's true identity. The Duke had trained Phillip in leadership and war strategy and Ferrum in arms and combat, knowing the time would come when they would need every bit of it to make a run at the throne.
“Why'd you make me her keeper, of all people?”
“You think I can't tell when you've gone soft on someone?”
Ferrum met his eye at that, surprised. Was he soft on her? He looked down at her delicate form and felt a surge of fierce protectiveness. Aye. He was plenty soft on her. God's teeth, he was lost to this little flower.
“Thank you,” he said to Phillip, and Phillip nodded, standing up.
“Want me to blow out the candle?”
“Nay. I still have to bind her wrists. I thank you, though.”
 
* * *
 
She woke to find Sir Ferrum staring at her as they lay, nose to nose, wrists bound together. She blinked at him in confusion. He began unbinding their wrists immediately. “I didn't want to wake you,” he mumbled as an explanation to why he'd been staring at her as she slept. She rubbed her wrists and avoided looking at him, feeling awkward and vulnerable after the last spanking.
“Danewyn,” Sir Ferrum said, turning her gently around to face him and looking at her kindly. She pursed her lips and looked up at him defiantly, but then found herself melting under his warm gaze.
“Aye?” she asked when Sir Ferrum did not go on.
“Peace?”
Some mad part of her wanted to throw herself into his arms, but another part wanted to kick him in the shins. But she did neither. She allowed him to pick up her hand in his large one and watched, her eyes locked on his, as he slowly lifted it to his mouth, brushing the back of it with his lips. His lips were so soft for such a hardened, rugged man. Her heart beat faster in its cage as she stared into his kind eyes, wishing he would touch more than her hand with those lips. He smiled and squeezed her hand before releasing it. She smiled to herself, realizing it was the first time in her life anyone had ever treated her like a lady.
She left the tent feeling warmed and in good spirits, and she passed the day as Ferrum's shadow, observing the practiced way he managed the troops, overseeing their drills and giving them orders for the maintenance of camp. He was truly a knight of great worth to the Red Fox. But the rest of the men were just like the rowdy customers she'd been serving for years, and it seemed it was impossible for her to keep her mouth shut as Sir Ferrum had requested.
“When are you going to share the whore with us, Sir Ferrum?” one of them challenged after supper that night.
Sir Ferrum bristled. “She's not for the taking.”
“Oh, really? That's not what I heard.”
“Did you not hear what I told Murdock last night? She is the Royal Seer. She's not here to whore. No one touches her. Understood?”
“I was just teasing you, sir,” the young soldier said placatingly.
“I don't take 'em as young as you anyway,” she mocked. She held up her little finger. “Too small!” The men roared with laughter as the man she'd insulted sputtered.
Sir Ferrum, however, did not look amused. He gave her a withering look, and only then did she remember his directive to be respectful to the men, even if they were not so with her. He pointed, silently to their tent, and with a flush, she realized he meant to spank her. Anger made her ball her fists. She looked pointedly away, ignoring him. He leaned closer. “Go. To the Tent, Danewyn. Now.”
She turned to face him and stood on her tiptoes to try to look him in the face. “No.”
Sir Ferrum stared at her in shock. She imagined a knight of his size and command was not often defied, but she didn't care—she wasn't afraid of him. He leaned closer so the men couldn't hear. “Do you want me to spank you in front of all the men?” he demanded.
That threat infuriated her even more. How dare he even suggest such a thing? She lifted on her toes again, and before she could heed the signal of warning shooting behind his eyes, she spat right in Sir Ferrum's face. His expression flashed to anger, and she needed no one to tell her that a huge, angry warrior signified real danger. He snatched up the braid at the back of her head and dragged her three paces to a log where he pushed her to her knees. She made a small, terrified cry. He sat down on the log facing her and took a deep breath as if to calm himself. Her body had gone limp with instinctual submission, and she could only stare at him with wide eyes. What had she been thinking? Mayhap it had been his patient punishment that had lulled her into a false sense of security with him, but she realized now that he was not a man with whom she ought to trifle.
The camp had gone silent, the jeers and laughter replaced by the crackle of tension in the air as they all watched.
“I'm sorry,” she said quickly.
“Wipe it off,” he said in a deadly voice pitched for her ears alone.
She immediately wiped the spit off his scarred cheek, feeling the hard, ropey knots of disfigured flesh under her trembling fingers. “I'm sorry, Sir Ferrum,” she said again.
He nodded. “I am too,” he said grimly, and she feared he meant he was sorry for what he was going to do to her. Would he spank her in front of the men? The thought had enraged her only a moment before, but now she would welcome his public discipline if it was the worst he'd do. She would welcome it if it meant he would forgive her. It was odd to discover she cared about that, but she did. Like it or not, she was the Red Fox's prisoner, and Sir Ferrum was her keeper. He had been her sole protector, and losing his esteem, losing his gentle care-taking, was more frightening than any punishment.
“You're going to kneel here at my feet until I dismiss you, and then you're going to go into the tent for your punishment.”
“Yes, sir,” she said, lowering her bottom down to sit on her heels at his feet. Her body was trembling so much she was sure he felt it where her ribs pressed against his leg. Why had he decided to punish her in the tent rather than in front of the men? Would the spanking be far worse in private?
Ferrum sighed and leaned his forearms on his knees. She waited, her eyes riveted to his face. After a moment, he seemed to recover his temper. “Don't ever do that again,” he said evenly.
“I won't,” she said immediately. “I give you my word.”
“Go into the tent.”
“Yes, sir.” She got up immediately and walked to the tent, feeling the eyes of the men as they pretended not to watch.
“Nobody calls her a whore again—is that clear?” Ferrum's voice rang out authoritatively.
A chorus of “yes, sirs” followed.
She blinked back tears as she ducked her head in their tent.
Ferrum did not follow immediately, which made her anxiety grow. She kept herself busy by straightening his things in the tent, rolling out their bedrolls and making orderly arrangements of his supplies. When she ran out of things to do, she sat on the bedroll to wait. He made her wait a long time, and when he came in, he looked tired and grim. She stood up to face him, twisting and tugging at her own fingers, then shaking them out when she saw him looking at them. He'd brought a stool in with him and he set it down and perched on it. She went immediately to him and knelt again at his feet.
He contemplated her, and gentleness seeped back into his expression. After a moment, he touched the back of her head, where he'd grabbed her braid. “I didn't hurt you, did I?”
Her eyes blurred with tears at the unexpected concern. She shook her head. He brushed a tear that had escaped her eye with the back of his fingers. “I scared you a fair bit.” He sounded regretful.
She didn't answer but placed her hands and her chin on his knee, looking up at him submissively.
“I don't want you scared of me,” he said sadly, and she realized that probably most people in his life were. “Why is it that you wouldn't obey me until you were scared?”
She felt a rush of shame and shook her head miserably. “Because I'm an idiot.”
Sir Ferrum frowned. “Don't say that,” he said sternly.
“I don't know, Sir Ferrum. I didn't want to be spanked again, and it made me angry to know you were going to.” She shrugged. “Sometimes I do stupid things.”
He shook his head. “I'm not going to punish you for spitting at me, because I can tell you're sorry for it. But I am going to punish you for talking like a whore in a tavern to the men.”
She sat back from his knee and glared at him, remorse disappearing with her renewed ire. “I am a whore, Sir Ferrum, even if you've taken me from my tavern.”
He grasped her shoulders and gave her a little shake. “No, you're not. You're the Red Fox's Royal Seer.”
She stood up abruptly, her face flaming with anger. “Nay, I'm just a whore, nothing more. You can't make me into something that suits you, just because you've snatched me away from my home and livelihood.”
In less than a breath's time she was upended over his knee, her skirts flung out of the way and his hand lighting into her bare bottom. He spanked her fast and hard, and she thrashed and wriggled to no avail. The sting was horrible. It occurred to her that his hand was no less formidable than his belt when he laid into her this way. She was certain he was spanking with his full strength. On and on he spanked, first striking the right, then the left, then the middle, over and over again. The fire grew hotter and hotter until the need to escape the pain made her frantic.
“You've been given a gift, Dani. You are special. And it is your duty to use that gift for the good of Briton,” he lectured as he spanked.
You are special. Somehow that completely undid her. She was lying in the most humiliating position possible—over a man's lap, with her bottom bared to him, being chastised like a child—and he was telling her she was special. He was not railing at her about spitting in his face in front of all of his men. He was not even scolding her. He was calling her gifted. She had her mouth clamped shut to keep it all in, but when he started smacking her upper thighs a howl escaped her lips. He never paused, just continued spanking away while she lost her control and started to cry. She was sobbing by the time he finished and then lifted her burning bottom onto his lap, holding her close and rubbing her back. For a brief moment she thought to pull away, but the need to be held won out, and she pressed her face into his neck and wept. He held her and stroked her head and arms, kissing the top of her head.
 
* * *
 
She was so small and so soft in his arms, and it made his heart ache to see her cry. He doubted this would be her last spanking over this issue—they hadn't really solved anything. She'd gone from submissive to furious in the blink of an eye—he must have said something wrong as usual—and she'd only relented because she'd just had the daylights spanked out of her. When she'd used up her tears, she sat up with downcast eyes. He brushed the hair away from her face and she reached back to touch her loosened braid. “Do you have a comb I may use?” she asked in a wavering voice.
“Aye, in that saddlebag right there,” he directed her. She climbed gingerly off his lap and over to the bag. He hadn't smoothed her skirts down and they were still tucked up in the back, perfectly framing her shapely little bottom, reddened by his hand. He'd had to distract himself from thinking of how beautiful her curves were while he'd been spanking her, and looking now, he felt a prickle of heat and his balls grew tight.
She must have felt the air on her sex when she bent over because she reached back and touched her bottom, then hurriedly threw her skirts back down, casting an embarrassed glance his way. He tried to appear as though he hadn't been looking, but he couldn't look away from her. They stared at one another for a moment, her wide blue eyes showing a vulnerability that made him want to snatch her back up into his arms. Then she broke the trance and turned back to the bag.
She found the comb and unwound the long blond braid, casting a fan of her silvery blond hair down her back and over her shoulders. It was breathtaking in the lamplight—glowing like the finest spun silk. She spent some time tugging at it with the comb before winding it back into the long braid. Then she stood and held up the comb. “May I?”
He was confused at first, but she moved toward him and he realized what she meant. He grunted an assent, hardly able to breathe as she stepped in close to him and began to work on his tangled mop. Her bodice had come untied during the spanking, and it flapped open now so he was able to see the outline of her pert little breasts through her linen shift. The desire to lean forward and nibble at one of them right through the linen was so strong he had to close his eyes until it passed.
She smelled sweet, like honeysuckle. Her throat was long and slender, adding to her overall delicate appearance. Like a little flower. She finished the side she was combing and moved in front of him, standing between his legs. He almost groaned aloud, directly faced with the open bodice. His hands itched to reach for her waist, to stroke her side, cup her little bottom.
She spent a long time combing out his tangles, standing so close it pained him. When she finished, she circled back around to the front of him to survey her work, and this time he couldn't resist—his hands reached for her of their own accord. He took her by the waist, molding his big hands to the shape of her slim figure and then pulling her gently closer. She did not resist him.
Though he knew he should not, he kept pulling her into him until she perched on his knee. She looked at him with her big blue eyes. He leaned his mouth toward hers slowly, realizing as he did, she was not looking at his scars—she was looking directly into his eyes. It made him pause, hovering over her tantalizing mouth, wondering how this was possible.
“What?” she asked.
He shrugged and gently brushed his lips across hers, feeling electricity pass between them like a bolt of lightning. She sat up taller, lifting her lips to his, and he lost all restraint. He cupped the back of her head, attacking her mouth with his, forcing his tongue between her lips and groaning at the sweetness of her. Her arms twined around his neck, and her tongue thrust back at him, answering his onslaught with her own. She was so small and so soft, yet he felt her resilient strength matching his own brutish force. Her hand wandered to his cheek and he realized suddenly she was tracing his scars. With a sick feeling, he pulled away abruptly, breaking the kiss and shoving her off his knee to stand.
He couldn't look at her. For some reason, he felt as ugly and shameful as he had the first time he'd ever kissed a girl, back when he and Phillip were still boys, and Phillip had arranged it for him. He stood up quickly, rubbing his face as if he might rub the disfigurement away. “I'm sorry,” he grunted, still not looking at her. “That won't happen again.”
Though he didn't look, he felt her staring at him.
“Come. I must bind your wrists so we can sleep.”
 


Chapter Three
 
 
He woke in the morning with the memory of their kiss, his erection pressing into Danewyn's lovely soft bottom. He was just about to pull his hips back away from her when she pushed firmly back at him. His sluggish pulses began to quicken even as his mind struggled to rein in the desire. She was an excellent actress who'd spent years tricking men into believing she wanted them. He was not going to fall for it, no matter how much he may want her. Because, as Phillip had pointed out, this woman already meant something to him, in which case, he would not be satisfied with a simple roll in the hay. He would want to keep her as his own. And no woman would accept a man like him—certainly not one as special as the beautiful Prince's Seer.
“Nay, little flower. I'm not going to—” Ah, God. His entire body shuddered as she took his thumb into her mouth and sucked hard on it. He groaned and shoved his cock against her again. His mind was telling him to stop—that she couldn't possibly really want him—that this was a ploy of hers to win favor. But his body didn't care. He reached down with his free hand and pulled her skirts up, finding her silky curls. She shivered when he touched her warm sex, and he was surprised to find it was slick with her nectar, ready to be taken. “You do want it,” he murmured in surprise.
She frowned over her shoulder at him.
He shook his head and shut his mouth before he ruined the moment. He pulled her skirt up to her waist and grasped her hip, positioning himself at her entryway. She pushed back at him again. The encouragement was too much—he thrust into her without any further foreplay and plowed her slick warm channel. He groaned—she felt so good.
She took his thumb into her mouth again and, like a squire having a girl for the first time, he started to lose control almost immediately. He grasped her shoulder to brace her as he drove into her with more force and speed, driving to climax before the poor girl ever had a chance to find pleasure herself. He held her tightly in his arms, enjoying the pleasant ripples of enjoyment that rolled through him. “Come 'ere,” he grunted, and untied the rope from his hand, leaving her wrists bound. “Sit on my face.”
Her eyes widened and he wondered, suddenly, whether, in her profession, anyone ever bothered to show her pleasure. Well, at least that was one thing he was able to give her. He saw desire burning in her eyes as she climbed over him and slowly lowered herself over his face. He grasped her luscious thighs and held her in position over his mouth, making circles around her pearl of pleasure with his tongue, sucking the little nub, then penetrating her with his tongue. He repositioned her and licked a circle around her arsehole, then made long strokes of his tongue from her sex to her arsehole and back again. She was rocking her hips and panting with need, making little cries of pleasure that reawakened his own desire.
“Sit on my cock,” he instructed and she repositioned herself, still holding her bound wrists in front of her, helpless to use them. He grasped her hips and helped her ride him, watching her face as her head fell back and her mouth opened. The little cries began to sound quite pained, and her hips started to grind purposefully into him on each upswing, catching her pleasure point until she cried out and squeezed him tightly with her thighs, her climax rippling through her beautifully. He had another small climax watching her, and then he laid his head back contentedly.
His hand stroked up her side, then pinched her nipple rather hard. She didn't seem to mind—in fact, she smiled lasciviously at him. He took his time to slowly unravel the rope binding her wrists, rubbing the red marks that were there, despite the linen he'd used underneath the knots.
“I liked ravishing you with your hands still bound,” he mused. “It made me feel like a marauding Saxon or something.”
She looked for a moment like the wind had been knocked right out of her, and he realized his mistake too late.
“Oh shite, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry, Danewyn. You're probably a product of one of those rapes, aren't you?”
She didn't seem able to recover her breath, and he saw her tongue was moving inside her mouth as if she were choking on it. He pulled her down and pressed her head against his chest, wrapping his arms around her tightly. “Little flower, I didn't mean to make light of such a thing.”
She tried to pull away but he wouldn't let her. “Say something, Danewyn.”
“Let me up.”
“No.”
She struggled futilely for a moment before giving up with a heave. Then she pulled his chest hairs.
“If I could stuff your ears with wool, we'd get along just fine,” he said wryly.
She picked up her head to give him a quizzical look.
“I always say the wrong thing to women. It's the second reason I can't ever get a woman to my bed—save when I bind her to my body.”
Danewyn rested her chin on his chest and gazed at him. “The first being?”
“What do you think?”
“Your scars?”
“Aye.”
“What happened?”
He shrugged. “Fire, we think. Or some kind of burn. I was abandoned in your foul London as a tot. I was dressed in finery, so they brought me to the Duke of Umbria, who was staying there at the time. He took me home to foster.”
She stared at him, unsuccessful at masking her horror. She swallowed. “Well,” she said shakily. “I rather like them.”
He tried to snort as if he didn't believe her—as if he didn't care what she thought about them.
“I do. They suit you. They make you look tough. Or mayhap rugged is a better word.”
“You have to say so,” he said, trying to sound light. “You're my prisoner—bound and trussed to my body all night, forced to sit upon my face in the morning.”
She giggled. “I was under the impression I had a choice. Did I not?”
He stroked her silky hair and grew serious. “I would never take you against your will. I pray you realize that.”
She nodded her head, suddenly serious. “I didn't think you would.”
“And you don't owe me this. You didn't have to—” he stopped, noticing her hands had clenched into fists and her blue eyes were flashing. “What?”
“Is that what you think? I'm still trying to curry favor?” she demanded. “You felt it for yourself—I wanted you.”
He blinked at her and his hand involuntarily went to his scars. “I can't account for that,” he muttered.
 
* * *
 
She'd enjoyed having sex with Sir Ferrum that morning, despite his belief she was offering it as a commodity. She'd wanted it and actually enjoyed it—mayhap for the first time ever. She hadn't faked her pleasure, as she always had at the tavern if the customer cared about her climax. And that kiss the night before… Sir Ferrum didn't believe she could be attracted to him. He was ashamed of his scars. She'd seen the way he'd covered them when they'd talked about it—the way he'd pulled away when she touched them. She didn't mind the scars—nay, she liked them. They suited the rough warrior. And seeing his insecurity over them made her want him even more.
Not that she was staying. It had been impossible to escape under the knight's watch, but the opportunity came mid-morning that day when he entrusted her to the care of another knight—a man named Sir Godfrey.
“Don't let her out of your sight,” Sir Ferrum warned him.
“I can handle a wee little woman like her,” Godfrey had winked, which solidified Dani's intention to leave on his watch.
She waited until Godfrey was distracted by conversation with his squire, and then she slipped away into the woods as fast as she was able to go. The trouble was, she quickly became lost. It would have been impossible to take a horse unnoticed, but now that she was trudging through the forest without the slightest idea where she was, she realized her folly. She had no food or water, not even her eating knife to help her forage food. The soldiers had been camped near a river. She needed to try to find the river again, and surely following it would lead her to some village where she might beg for food or sell her body for coin.
She had a rising sense of panic, though. Supposing she never found the river. She might die of thirst before she ever found her way. Or be killed by wolves. She didn't like being lost in the woods. Not at all. A sudden movement right in front of her made her scream and jump back, and as she turned to run, she barreled headlong into a giant chest.
Sir Ferrum. He caught her and steadied her.
“It was just a doe,” he said mildly, as if she had more to fear from the wild animal than she did from him. He released her after he steadied her, apparently completely confident in his ability to catch her if she tried to run. He looked neither angry nor even perturbed.
She gaped at him. “Have you been following me this whole time?”
“No, I tracked you here. I only just caught up.”
“I—I didn't hear you.” She seemed only capable of saying inane things.
He gave a slight grin that didn't reach his eyes. “Hard to believe a giant ogre like me can be so quiet, isn't it?” He seemed proud of the fact. Which, she supposed, he should be. She had no idea how he tracked her here, when she had run willy-nilly through the forest.
He handed her a skein of wine and a chunk of bread wrapped in a piece of cloth. The gesture was so unbelievably generous considering the situation, and her eyes filled with tears. “Thank you,” she choked as she took them from him.
“Come, eat as you walk. We were supposed to be moving camp today, so everyone's waiting on us, and there's still your punishment to deal with before we get there.”
Though she hadn't forgotten his warning of the first night for a moment, she felt like her legs had dropped off her body, and she tripped. He caught her arm and easily righted her. She stole a glance at his scarred face. It was blank, as usual.
“I'm sorry,” she ventured.
“I doubt that,” he said matter-of-factly. “But I imagine you will be.”
The surge of fear that ran through her almost tripped her again. “Well I was sorry,” she said sullenly, for lack of anything better to say. “It was not my brightest move. I was completely lost and hungry when you found me.”
“Aye,” he said knowingly, as if it was how he'd expected to find her. “You should've stayed close to the river,” he said.
“Aye, I had just realized that, but finding my way back to the river was the problem.”
“You actually walked in a half-circle. We're not overly far from it now.”
She continued walking, feeling the strangeness of their perfectly civil, ordinary conversation, considering she was his prisoner and in imminent danger of the whipping of her life. They passed by a large felled tree, and Sir Ferrum caught her arm and stopped. He threw his cloak across the enormous log and pointed at it.
“I'll punish you here. No sense in the whole camp hearing it.”
She felt her limbs go weak and stood rooted to the spot. He came to take her arm, guiding her to the log and bending her over it where his cloak was laid. She spared a thought, wondering again at the kindness of the cloak, but then lost her concentration as she felt him dragging her skirts up so her bottom and legs were completely bare. Her belly was a mess—she suddenly wished she had not eaten the bread because she felt quite sick. The hammering of her heart was so loud she could almost hear it echoing against the log.
Sir Ferrum walked to a tree and cut several switches. She plucked at his woolen cloak with her trembling fingers, waiting in her humbled position as he smoothed the bark off the switches and returned to her side. There was no lecture or preamble. She heard the whistle of the switch as it glided through the air and then felt the cutting sting on her backside. It created a dreadful burn. He brought it down over and over again in rapid succession, and she found herself trying to crawl over the top of the log to escape it.
“Hold still, Danewyn,” he said in the mildest of tones.
But she couldn't hold still. She squeezed her bottom and kicked her legs and clutched at his cloak, not believing how stingy a little branch could feel on her bare skin.
“Please!” she gasped, though she knew it would do her no good. He continued until the branch broke, then picked up another. “Wait, please!” she cried out and was surprised when he did. She reached back with one hand and rubbed at her welted cheeks, the tears starting to flow. Her flesh had already swelled so the weals stood up in crisscrossed lines.
He gave her another moment, then gently took her hand and gave it a squeeze as he lifted it behind her back, out of the way. He kept loose hold of her hand in his large one as he started to switch her again, and she screamed and squeezed his hand, realizing vaguely it must have been why he'd offered it. She was writhing in pain again after just a few strokes, but Sir Ferrum seemed to have no intention of stopping. He switched her over and over again, until she moved to the other side of panic, into a space where she lost track of all else but the sensation he was creating on her backside and the sense of nothingness. She dimly realized he had stopped because he muttered the warning, “I'm not finished yet.”
She simultaneously hated him for not being finished and loved him for giving her the warning so she might try to stay in the zone she was in. “Go on,” she sobbed, not really wanting a break.
“Aye?” he asked, surprised. He picked up one of her legs and pulled it up over the log, spinning her so she was now lying parallel to the log, straddling it, her bottom open and presented to him in the most humiliating way imaginable. The change of position had jerked her rudely back to reality, and she started to panic, searching for the place in her head where she had just been floating.
“Wait!” she croaked, reaching back again as if to shield her bottom from his switch.
“Aye,” he grunted.
Pain was surging through her in waves, making her sweat and shiver at the same time. Her bottom was literally ablaze, and as she ran her hand over her swollen cheeks, it felt like the skin was raised in places. She wept into Ferrum's cloak, biting the scratchy wool in her anguish. Ferrum took hold of her hand again, and she tensed up and tried to pull it away. He grasped the wrist instead and bent the arm behind her back and she immediately wished for his hand. She twisted her wrist and reached with her fingers to touch his hand, and he slid his grasp to her palm, understanding. He gave it a quick squeeze and then struck her again.
She jumped at the change in sensation—he had abandoned the third switch and was using his belt this time. Mayhap he was showing mercy. It was still agonizing on her already smarted flesh, yet somehow the dull slap of leather was a relief after the sharp bite of the switch. She started into her full sobs again, jumping and flinching as he worked his way up and down one side. The vulnerable position he'd placed her in made it easy for him to catch her thighs and she screamed at the pain and humiliation of it. He moved to the other side and gave it the same treatment. Fear started getting the best of her, and because it was hard for her to wriggle or even tighten her bottom in the position she was in, she pulled her hand away and covered both her ears with her hands, rubbing her face on the cloak, desperately seeking the void she'd found before.
The strapping continued steadily and she let out one loud, unending scream, trying to drown out the pain. When her breath ended, the scream tailed off, and she realized the spanking had stopped. Ironically, she had just found the floaty space in her mind. She rested her cheek on Sir Ferrum's cloak and wept, closing her eyes and remaining in the place of no thought.
She had no idea how long she was there. When reality drifted back to her, she realized Sir Ferrum was sitting below her, whittling a piece of wood with his back resting against the log. She felt empty—completely devoid of any fear or anger or resentment. She thought of all the whippings she'd received at the hand of her mother or whatever man had taken on the role of father that day, and though this was had been the worst, she felt almost content now that it was over. Her body was heavy and relaxed and her mind still had that floaty quality. She ought to be angry at Sir Ferrum for both the pain and humiliation of the punishment, but she was not. The care he'd given her, even as he'd punished her, had somehow felt more tender than any touch she'd ever been offered. But she'd sensed that about him from the start. In a surge of warmth, her hand trailed down from her log perch, and she wound her fingers in his long shaggy brown hair. He looked up, surprised. He reached for the skein of wine next to him and handed it up to her.
She drank deeply from her prone position and passed it back. She couldn't even think about moving. The idea of peeling herself off the log seemed impossible. Sir Ferrum got to his feet and seemed to realize it, because he picked up one of her knees and slowly swung it to meet her other leg, bringing them both to touch the ground as she hissed. He tossed her skirts down, and she winced at the sensation of the fabric on her delicate skin. She shifted from foot to foot, wondering how she would walk. She was stiff and still in more pain than she'd have thought was possible.
Ferrum picked up the cloak and wine and then shocked her by scooping her into his arms without ceremony and walking briskly. She hesitated, then twined her arms around his neck and laid her head down on his shoulder, not understanding the sense of closeness she felt with this man, but not denying it either. Before long she heard the sound of the river, and Ferrum placed her softly on her feet.
“You'd best walk into camp on your own,” he said. Every step felt stiff and pained, but she walked the remaining way into camp, where the carts were loaded and the men were sitting around looking as if they all were waiting just for her.
The Prince approached them. “Nice tracking,” he said to Sir Ferrum, and the knight nodded in reply. “Come,” the Red Fox said to her, holding a hand out.
“I've already punished her,” Sir Ferrum said preemptively.
“So I see,” the Prince said mildly, and she wondered what he saw. Probably it showed on her face. She placed her hand in the outstretched one he offered, feeling strangely like he was treating her more like a lover or a sister than a prisoner as he led her away from the other men. He stopped and eyed her. She shifted, her bottom too uncomfortable for her to stand still. “He is terribly good at punishing, isn't he?” the Prince asked without any hint of mockery. “Most pages he whips don't ever step out of line again.”
She wondered if that was why the prince had cautioned him to be gentle the first night.
“Perhaps I should have been clearer with you,” the Prince said. He brushed the hair back from her face in an oddly intimate gesture. She got the chills when she realized it was likely because in his view, he owned her. “I am very impressed with your gift of sight, Danewyn. I would like for you to be my Seer. You would be an honored member of my camp, and when I have regained my kingdom, you will be rewarded handsomely.”
“And if I say no?”
She saw the faintest hint of a smile play on his lips and then disappear. “You know the answer to that question already.”
She felt a surge of anger, and she narrowed her eyes.
“You do have a choice, though, you see. You may choose to accept a position in which you will be honored and your gifts will be exalted, or you may choose to remain a prisoner of my camp.”
She wanted to say something nasty, but she didn't dare. She would play along until she was able to make her escape. “I choose to be your Seer,” she said stiffly.
“When your thoughts match your words, you will treated as such.”
Her eyes widened. “What does that mean?”
He touched her cheek. “You know how I feel about lies.” She felt a shiver run through her, as she once again had the feeling that this man was capable of seeing right into the depths of her mind and heart. “I'm not asking for your answer today. I want you to think on it. You'll be treated according to what I see in your heart.” He released her from the intensity of his scrutiny then, and she felt suddenly like weeping. She blinked back her tears as she watched his retreating back. To her relief, Sir Ferrum appeared next to her, taking her elbow and leading her to a horse.
The thought of riding a horse on her sore bottom was devastating, but thankfully Sir Ferrum placed an old fur blanket atop before he handed her up. He climbed on behind her, holding the reins in his left hand, wrapping his right arm around her waist. She looked down and studied the arm that held her. He really was huge—his forearm alone was the size of her calf, and his hand was twice the size of hers. His fingers—her sex contracted—they were the size of the cock on some men. Before she could stop herself, she was imagining one or more of those fingers pushing inside her, and her sex contracted again. Dear God.
As the pace picked up, her fingers clutched at Ferrum's arm, trying to use it to brace her bottom from receiving the full impact of the bumps as her feet had no stirrups in which to stand. She was amazed to feel Ferrum's arm tighten around her waist, holding her above her seat for particularly hard bumps. She tried to contemplate what would make a man deliver such a harsh whipping and then protect her from the pain of it immediately afterward. She placed her hand on the one at her waist and interlaced her fingers over the tops of his by way of thanks. She sensed his reaction—a stilling in his seat—and then he gave her fingers a squeeze. Though she knew she must be imagining it, she felt love pouring into her every place his body touched hers.
 
* * *
 
The delay of searching for Danewyn had set them back a bit—Phillip had planned on visiting two villages to rouse support and new recruits, but they only made it to one. They had gained quite a bit in supplies, and three young men had joined the troops, so it was considered a success. They now counted more than one hundred soldiers, most of whom were well-disciplined and trained. The plan was to gather up as many men as possible before meeting their foster father, the Duke of Umbria, and his troops. Then, they would make a run at Camelot.
Ferrum's heart ached for Danewyn. He'd had no choice but to discipline her for running away and he’d had to make it memorable, but he couldn't blame her for trying to escape them. He was hoping once she had a little time to adjust, she might find this life was better than the one she'd left. Of course, if she felt like she had to service him, it was no different. Hell. He cursed himself for not having been able resist her enticing body that morning.
He took her to bed early that night—he knew she was exhausted from the stress of the day and the pain of her punishment. He bound her wrists together and waited for her to get onto the mat before he attached them to his own wrist. She lay on her side with her bound wrists curled in front of her, but rolled her belly toward the floor, so she did not lie on any part of her sore bottom.
“Comfortable?” he asked.
She made a small snorting sound.
“Right. Well, I guess that's the point of it, isn't it?” he muttered more to himself than to her, wondering why he felt so compelled to ease her pain when he was the one who'd given it. He lay down facing her and attached the rope from her hands to his lower wrist, leaving his upper hand free to pull the covers around her and squeeze her shoulder. She was watching him with an unfathomable look.
“Are you the daughter of a marauding Saxon, Danewyn?”
“Dani,” she said softly. “You may call me Dani… if you'd like.”
He smiled at her, his heart lifting a bit at this sudden show of trust. “Dani suits you,” he said.
A silence stretched between them as he waited to see if she would answer his question this time.
“Aye, you guessed it right,” she said at last. “My mother was a lady—daughter of a nobleman, though I never heard which. Their castle was sacked by a band of Saxons, and she was raped and beaten. Her father was killed in the battle, and his brother inherited the title. When it became apparent my mother was with child, my great uncle sent her to a nunnery, but my mother had no interest in being imprisoned by nuns. She left her escort on the way to the nunnery and rode instead to whore in London.”
“Brave. Like you,” he said, picking up her braid and toying with the end of it.
She looked surprised. “You think me brave?”
He nodded. “Extraordinarily brave, little flower. You've handled your capture with courage, and though your escape today was ill-advised, it took a great deal of pluck.” He tickled her neck with the end of her braid, and she smiled and ducked away from it.
He held up the braid. “So you got the Saxon hair coloring.”
“Aye. My mother hated it because it reminded her of the rape. I think I must look quite a bit like him.”
He wanted to reach out and pull her body right up against his, but he was resolved not to take her again, not to abuse his position as her keeper. He settled instead for running his hand lightly up and down her back. To his surprise, she inched closer to him, a hobbled sort of scooting, since her hands were bound. She curled her upper body in against him and threw one leg over his legs, so her bottom was still in the air but she was supported by him. He wrapped his arm around her waist and held her against his chest, rubbing her back until she fell asleep.
 
* * *
 
Why was it some part of her actually enjoyed being Sir Ferrum's prisoner? She pondered this the next day as they rode to another village to politic and recruit. Was it the attention? She certainly had never been paid so much regard by anyone in her entire life, including her own mother, which probably wasn't saying much.
But it was more the manner in which he paid her attention—so gentle, so thoughtful. He had braced her for bumps again as she rode in front of him, and he always made sure she had food before he ate. And he'd switched her, yes, but it had been so… tender, somehow. The way he'd spread his cloak for her to lie upon on the log. The way he'd held her hand during the spanking. She wanted more of him.
When they stepped inside his tent the following night, Sir Ferrum reached for the ropes to bind her hands. “Wait,” she said and quickly stripped her clothing off. Sir Ferrum stared at her in complete astonishment. “If you're going to bind my hands and play marauding Saxon, I need to be prepared.”
Ferrum seemed struck dumb. He stared at her breasts and shook his head mutely. “Nay. I, uh, I'm not going to play marauding Saxon.”
“Then you can't tie me up,” she said pertly.
Ferrum let out a surprised sort of chuckle. “Woman, you are mad. What is your game?”
She folded her arms beneath her breasts and used them to jiggle her best asset. “I thought it was plain. Tie me up and 'fuck me,' as the Saxons would say.”
He looked like he was torn. She saw the bulge under his tunic and the way his eyes danced around her naked form, but clearly he didn't trust her motivations. She took a step toward him and watched with amusement as he took a step back. She launched herself at him, wrapping her legs around his waist tightly and biting his ear when she settled on her perch. He stumbled back with a grunt and then made a growling sound, tightening his hands on her bottom. He knelt on the sleeping mat and lowered her onto her back. “You have no idea what you're getting yourself into,” he warned.
She scoffed. “Surely you forget what I am.”
He shook his head. “You asked for it.” He pinched her nipple hard and turned it, causing her to gasp and arch. “You will win no favors from me with your temptation,” he said in a low, husky voice. She reached up and tried to slap him, but he caught her wrist. He wrestled both her arms until they were bent behind her, underneath her as it were, and then he held the elbows. “Open for me,” he growled, indicating her thighs with his chin.
She laughed at her success and drew her knees up. He lowered himself and caught her sex with his tongue, licking and sucking. This—this magic he made with his mouth… She had only heard tell of such a thing before, and she had not believed it would be so incredible. She bucked against him with desire, crying out and trying to wrestle her arms free, but he merely tightened his grasp and continued to torture her with the intense pleasure of his tongue. She panted with need, aching for release, but he didn't give it to her. He pulled his head up abruptly and let go of her elbow long enough to slap the side of her arse. She jumped and gasped, still sore from the switching he'd given her the day before.
She struggled even harder to free her arms, but he held her easily. “What? You want these free?” he drawled. “I thought you wanted to be tied up and fucked, as you put it.”
“Aye, tied up, not twisted in torture.”
He slid her elbows out, then pinioned her two wrists together over her head, gazing down at her with a look of such heat and intensity that she felt as though steam might come out of her skin. He took her nipple into his mouth, teasing it with his tongue, then nipping it hard enough to bring tears to her eyes. He made a growling sound as he twisted her arms under her knees and then pinioned her wrists together in the air, effectively lifting her legs and hips with them. He slapped her exposed bottom hard, and she bucked. She loved the way he dominated her so easily—he was so strong and huge compared to her. He mounted her in that position, he on his knees, she trussed up with her own tangled limbs so he controlled all four of them with the grasp of just one of his huge hands. He rode her rough, and he rode her hard, and the position did not allow for any softness about it. The sheer physicality of the way he took her answered some craving she'd never known she had. She wasn't afraid of him at all. The roughness provided a release for the tension and fear that had been steadily building since she'd been hauled out of London. She bit and struggled against him, and he took her like his cock was a weapon. When he tired of that position, he released her legs and she slapped at him, forcing him to hold her arms down until they climaxed in unison—a crashing, jerking, fingernail-digging frenzy. One like she'd never had before.
It fascinated her—the rough animal nature that had emerged from her gentle giant and her burning desire to be possessed by him. She had never liked a man to be rough with her before. But then, she had never trusted a man not to hurt her. Somehow, even though Ferrum had caused her pain during the lovemaking, she felt implicitly safe. Which was only strange if she didn't account for the fact that he was also a man who held her hand while giving her the worst whipping of her life.
“How is it,” she mused the next morning when she woke, still bound to her captor and lover, “that you can be so gentle when you punish me, but so rough when you fuck?”
Sir Ferrum froze. “Did I hurt you, Dani?”
She was touched by his obvious concern. She rolled her head languorously from side to side on the mat. “Nay… I liked it.”
He relaxed and unbound their hands. “Good. Listen, I don't want to hear that kind of language out of you. If you say 'fuck' again I'll spank your little bottom red.”
She grinned wickedly. “Fuck,” she said. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”
He shook his head sadly, hiding a smile. “Bad girl.” He pulled her over his lap and began smacking her bare bottom, much lighter than he had the last time. She giggled and pushed her hips back to meet his hand, enjoying the sting he was starting to create. As the spanking became more intense, she stopped giggling, her breath growing ragged as his huge hand came down harder. She closed her eyes, drowning in the sensation of his hand and her pain, the loud slap of flesh on tender flesh, the exchange of energy—his will imposed on her body. She floated away for a moment and then came drifting back as she felt his hand rubbing her heated bottom.
She moaned. “Fuck me, Ferrum,” she pleaded.
He made a tsking sound. “Do you need a taste of my belt?”
She squeezed her cheeks together as if to deflect an imagined stroke of his belt. “No, sir!” she said quickly.
“What did I tell you about saying the word 'fuck?'” he inquired, slapping her bottom several times to punctuate his question.
“You said not to use it,” she gasped.
“So why did you just use it?”
“Because I want you to.”
“You want me to what?”
She hesitated. “Fuck me,” was really the best way to describe what she wanted, the way she wanted it. But he'd threatened her with his belt, and she was not dumb enough to tempt him.
“Take me. I want you to take me, Ferrum,” she panted.
He chuckled. “That's better.” He pushed her off his lap, and she crawled onto her hands and knees, ready for him. “If I take you,” he said slowly, his warm hand stroking down her flank, “It will be the way I want to take you. And I may just want to keep on taking you.” He gave her arse a slap. “I may want to keep you for my own.”
Her breath hitched in her chest at that—torn by the desire those words inspired in her and the knowledge she would not be staying for anyone to keep her. She chose to focus on the desire, looking back over her shoulder with an invitation. He shrugged doubtfully, as if to say she'd asked for it, and then rubbed his cock on the outside of her slick sex, gliding smoothly in her juices. He did not enter her there, though. Instead, he withdrew and pressed against the entrance of her arsehole. She used to charge extra for this or refuse it altogether. She'd never liked it. But surprisingly, she felt if Ferrum wanted it this way… she did too. She wanted him to take her however he pleased, to give him whatever he wanted. She liked the way he controlled her, demanded of her, took every last thing she had to offer.
She tried to relax the muscles of her bottom as she pushed back at him with her tight little hole. She whimpered, and he murmured, “That's a good girl. You take it where I want to put it.”
“Yes, sir,” she moaned, making another conscious effort to relax and allow him to fill her.
“You're my girl now, aren't you?” he murmured lovingly, and he slowly slid in and out of her tight hole.
“Yes, sir.”
“Good girl.”
She moaned. He began to gradually pick up speed, and she was thankful for his careful, smooth strokes. He only started getting rough right before he climaxed, and she grunted as he held his hips pressed against her bottom, spilling his seed. He pulled her up off her hands to stand upright on her knees and reached around and rubbed her nub of pleasure till she lost all control, climaxing with his fingers pinching her in front with the pressure of his cock still pressed in her arse.
It was not till later, when Sir Ferrum had left the tent and was taking the ribbing from the men outside with good humor, that she realized how stupidly she was acting. This man was keeping her against her will. She should not be throwing herself at him like a cat in heat. Especially since it seemed her need for him was only growing.
 


Chapter Four
 
 
“Sheep's. Cunt. Those are the only two words I have to say to you right now, Ferrum. Go lick one!”
Ferrum sighed and gave Dani five more hard spanks before he pulled her up to stand. He was tempted to send her to fetch a switch, but spanking clearly wasn't working. It was not even remotely effective. Respect had to be earned—he couldn't beat it into her. They'd been at odds for days now—he'd delivered spankings as often as three times a day to no effect whatsoever. She obeyed him well enough outside the tent, but it was the disrespect that was the problem. So it didn't truly merit the strap or a switch, yet she continued to sass him and resented her spankings.
Oddly, she still offered herself up to him, night after night, seeming to want him even more after he'd spanked her. And God help him, he couldn't possibly keep his hands off her when she tempted him. He'd flip her on her back and pinion her wrists, possessing her roughly before she could protest, not that she ever did.
She was standing before him now, her legs spread into a wide stance, her eyes flashing defiance, daring him into action. He needed to change his approach with her.
“Do you wish be in charge of me, Danewyn? Because I will follow.”
“When donkeys sing,” she sneered.
“I am completely serious.” He rubbed his hand over his scars. “Two people can't lead, and you clearly resent my leadership, so I will follow you.”
She folded her arms across her chest, her eyes narrowed. “What kind of trick is this?”
He shook his head. “No trick.”
“Oh, and I suppose you'd let me beat you like you beat me?”
“You may do as you wish to me. I doubt you'll find that effective, but I'm sure you can come up with punishments that are. I will obey you, so long as your orders don't interfere with the prince's. ”
She looked at him warily. “You jest.”
He shook his head. “I do not jest. I'm not afraid of taking orders from you.”
“Take off your clothes,” she tested him.
He stood up and disrobed while she watched, the mistrust melting slightly from her face.
“Lie down. On your belly,” she said, indicating his bedroll with her chin.
He obeyed. He heard the rustle of clothing and turned his head to the side to watch her remove her outer dress, then pull his sword belt off the heap of his clothes. She stalked over to him with unmistakable purpose. His ball sack tightened. The thought of her whipping him was arousing. She stood at his side and swung the belt, catching his arse in the downward arc. The bite of it was a welcome sensation. His cock hardened. She lifted her arm again and swung again. He saw the darker tips of her nipples through the thin linen shift, and the movement of her breasts as she swung the belt over and over again. Her face was flushed, and her focus on her task intense. Her aim was poor, sometimes striking his legs and sometimes his back, but he didn't mind. The sting of the leather added to the rising heat flowing through his veins, a molten lust that was rapidly transporting him to some other place, where only the two of them existed.
She paused, her breasts bouncing, her fine silky hair slipping free of its braid. “I'm not hurting you at all, am I?” she panted. He couldn't speak. Something in his face must have given him away, because her eyes narrowed. She nudged her foot under his hips. “Roll over!”
He rolled over, and his cock stood at full attention.
She made a noise of indignation. “You find this arousing? So, this is the trick of it!”
He smiled guiltily. “I didn't tell you to whip me,” he reminded her. “Mayhap it's not the whipping but the state of your undress that has me aroused.”
Her mouth twitched with a little smile. She swung her leg over him to straddle him standing, so he had a full view of her sex—that dark pink heart he so longed to caress. She was watching his face, and she must have liked what she saw, because her lips curved into a seductive smile. She'd seen the power she had over him. Slowly, sensually, she pulled the shift up, revealing more of her legs, then the provocative curves of her perfect arse, traveling up over her flat belly, and finally freeing those magnificent bobbing breasts as she pulled it off her head and tossed it to the ground.
He wanted to grab her and yank her down on top of him, but he controlled himself. She was in charge now. She was his master. And the idea of that was just as arousing to him as the idea of dominating her. She reached her fingers down and stroked her sex, and his breath escaped him in a soft moan. With two fingers she spread the lips of her sex wide for his view. “Is this what you want?” she asked, her voice low and throaty.
“Aye,” he gasped.
The wicked smile curved on her lips again.
“Beg for it.”
He licked his dry lips. “Please, Dani. Please, let me lick it.”
Her own face lost composure for a moment, then she grinned like a satisfied cat and slowly lowered herself over his face.
“Aye, Slave Ferrum, you may,” she purred.
He cupped her round bottom in his two hands and set to work eagerly—applying his tongue from her pleasure pearl to her arsehole and back again—sucking, licking, and penetrating. He watched her face, noting with satisfaction when pleasure started to overtake her and she closed her eyes, letting her head fall back, her bottom starting to tighten in his hands.
“May I use my fingers, Dani?”
“Aye,” she gasped.
He slipped two fingers inside her, moving them in and out, noting a place inside where the flesh hardened under his fingers, and she started to moan. He worked that place rapidly until she gripped his head between her thighs and roared through her clenched teeth, her inner muscles spasming with the release.
She looked dazed as she dismounted him. “Go and get us some wine, slave,” she said breathlessly.
He got up, debating whether it was safe to leave her alone for the few moments it would take to get the wine. Aye. He started to pull on his leggings, but she stopped him.
“Did I say get dressed?” she demanded. “Go and get the wine as you are.” The look of challenge showed she clearly did not believe he would. She folded her arms across her chest again. He lifted his eyebrows but just shrugged, stepping out from the tent and stalking toward the fire.
“Oh, God's balls, Sir Ferrum, that's disgusting!” one of the men cried.
“What are you doing, man?”
He heard sniggers and laughter from the younger boys and some grouchier rumblings that were probably about the way he treated Danewyn. He picked up the wine and walked back without a word.
 
* * *
 
Yesterday she'd been spanked over his knee three times, and today he was walking about naked upon her command. She simply couldn't believe it. Not that it looked like it bothered him in the least. He walked with his head held high, his cock swinging proudly and freely in front of him. It was breathtaking to see him this way—his enormous body was all hard, sculpted flesh. He was barrel-chested with broad square shoulders and massively muscled arms. His legs were equally strong in appearance, set off by the tapered waist and lean, hard belly. He moved past her into the tent, and her breath hitched in her throat.
She wanted to make him suffer by denying his sexual release, but she also wanted him again—the real way. His cock inside her. “Get on your hands and knees,” she ordered. His cock stiffened again, which made her even hungrier for him. “Spread your knees,” she said, nudging his knees apart.
She slapped his ball sac, between his legs, spanking him there. He grew even stiffer, and she heard his breathing turn ragged. She kept at it for a while until, she hoped, he felt as chastised as she did when he finished with her.
“On your back.”
He rolled over, and she mounted him, gripping his cock and rubbing the head of it over her sex. Sir Ferrum was panting, his eyes glassy with desire. She slid his eager cock into her and then sighed with satisfaction. Grinding her hips, she set a rhythm to please herself. After a while, she wanted more. She dismounted, and Sir Ferrum shuddered beneath her. She elbowed him. “Get up, slave,” she ordered. “You should be doing the work here.”
“With pleasure,” he said hoarsely and climbed over her. She guided him in and closed her eyes as he slammed into her with an intensity bordering on violence. But that was nothing new with Ferrum. And as usual, she loved it. She climaxed right after he did, and she wrapped her legs around his waist to hold him tightly against her.
“Mmm. Very good, slave,” she murmured.
Sir Ferrum was resting on his forearms, looking at her intently. “Permission to kiss you?”
There was a sense of wrongness to the question. Her game of playing master was over, and really, she didn't want her permission asked. She wanted him to do with her what he wanted to do. That was more desirable than him following some command she gave. The question made him sound weak, somehow, and she found she didn't like it at all. She released the lock hold her legs had around him and turned her face away in rejection.
Sir Ferrum climbed off and settled next to her. “Hand me my shift,” she said. It was a command, but the fun of it was over for her. She felt only depressed now. He handed her the shift, and she pulled it over her head. “You won't be tying my wrists tonight.”
She was not surprised when Sir Ferrum shook his head. “I'm sorry, my lady, but that command is impossible for me to obey.”
She sighed and held her wrists out to him, and he gently wound the linen around them and then the rope. He pulled his leggings on and bound her wrists to his own as usual, settling against her back.
“Good night, slave,” she said tiredly.
“Good night, my lady.”
The next day she considered trying to humiliate him more in front of the men, but she couldn't bring herself to do it. For one thing, he might refuse her, because weakening his status with the troops might be in violation of serving his prince. And for another thing, it simply wasn't right. Instead, she gave him quiet orders, demanding that he sit at her feet while she sat upon a log, or that he fetch her more wine the moment he got himself comfortable to eat his meal. He followed all of her orders with a seeming devotion that after a while, she found quite humbling. How could he so easily bend to her will? It was impossible to goad the man, though she tried and tried again. And she was finding him less and less attractive. She was frustrated with their interactions—they felt all wrong. She wanted to enjoy dominating Sir Ferrum, but she truly didn't. Finally, desperate for some kind of release of the torturous discomfort she was feeling, she brought a bullwhip into the tent. It was the kind they used to flog soldiers for serious infractions.
She ordered him to strip and lie down on the mat. Her heart was racing already at her daring. She took the whip and swung it with her full might, connecting with his low back. As usual, he did not flinch in the slightest, but in the seconds afterward, blood seeped from the stripe she'd made. Oh, God. What had she done? And why? What was she trying to prove?
She sank to her knees, shocked. She felt tears burning behind her eyes.
Sir Ferrum looked over his shoulder at her. “What?”
She burst into tears.
“Stop that,” Sir Ferrum commanded gently, all of his authority suddenly returning. “Come here.” He sat up and reached for her, pulling her into his lap, cradling her head against him.
“Ferrum,” she choked.
“Shh. It's all right. You can't hurt Ferrum.”
“Why would I even try?” she choked, disgusted with herself.
“It doesn't matter. You just wanted to see how it felt. It's all right.”
She pressed herself in tightly against him, fully aware of the irony of Sir Ferrum comforting her in this moment.
“I don't want to be master anymore,” she sniffed.
Sir Ferrum said nothing.
“I preferred it the other way.”
He still didn't answer.
“Did you?” she asked, pulling her head back to look at his face.
He looked at her and shrugged. “I don't care for you being miserable.”
“I won't be miserable,” she promised, giving her head an emphatic shake. “I won't fight you anymore.”
She lay curled against Sir Ferrum's chest that night, her wrists bound to one of his, waiting for the familiar feeling of resentment at being held against her will to well up in her. It came, as it always did, but it did not seem so strong or right. For the first time, she felt like there might be an alternative to wallowing in that feeling—and that confused her.
 
* * *
 
“Ferrum,” she whispered, several nights later, tugging at her wrists which were bound to one of his. She'd woken to a sharp sense of danger.
“What?” he answered in a whisper. He sounded wide awake and alert, as if she hadn't just woken him from gentle snores.
“Something's wrong.”
Ferrum was on his feet instantly, hauling her up with him by her bound wrists.
“What is it?” he whispered so softly it was no more than a breath.
“I don't know.” She couldn't tell, but she was sure there was some threat very close. He unbound them and moved silently about the tent, pulling on his boots and leather armor, sheathing his sword. She pulled on her overdress and laced the bodice tight. As stealthy as a cat, Ferrum moved his big body through the tent flap, pulling her smoothly along beside him.
Completely noiselessly, he woke the prince, then went about rousing the entire camp with the quietest of whispers. She heard the occasional scrape of metal or rustle of movements, but incredibly, the camp remained silent as the men armed themselves and prepared their mounts. Then they waited. At a certain point, she realized if her Sight had been wrong—or if she'd interpreted incorrectly—the men would never forgive her for ruining a good night's sleep. The longer nothing happened, the more her anxiety grew.
Ferrum pressed a dagger into her hand. “If something happens, I want you to climb up a tree or find some other place to hide and stay there, quiet as a mouse until it's all over. Do you understand me?”
“Yes, sir.”
By the first light of dawn, they heard muffled sounds outside the camp. Phillip made a war cry, and his men leaped on their mounts and went on the offensive.
“Do as I said,” Ferrum said tersely and squeezed her shoulder as he left.
Clutching the dagger in her hand, she slunk toward the protection of the trees, surveying their dark forms in the blue-black light to see if any might be climbed. Instead, she opted for a cluster of large rocks which she could crawl into at a crouch. The camp had exploded into noise—shouts and war cries. The clang of sword striking sword made her teeth ache, and the clenching feeling in her belly grew tighter and tighter as she listened.
And then it finally occurred to her—this was her moment to escape. She was on the opposite side of camp from where King Benton's men had been waiting. It was dangerous, but so was staying with the Red Fox. She closed her eyes a moment and breathed deeply, gathering her courage about her. It was not the sort of escape she'd imagined. She had no provisions, but she did have the dagger, which was more than she'd had the last time.
She crept out of her hiding place stealthily, moving in the cover of the trees, away from the battle. When she was far enough away to avoid attention, she broke into a run, keeping in the brush but following the path of a stream, so she didn't make the same mistake she'd made the last time. She ran and she ran, and she didn't look back. A stitch in her side finally made her pause to catch her breath with her hands on her knees, her head down.
As she panted, her mind flicked to the battle. She wondered how it was going—how Ferrum fared. A pang of regret washed through her at leaving him. Not out of any sense of obligation to the Red Fox, but because it felt like something personal between them was unfinished.
A wave of vision flashed into her mind. Ferrum was wounded. She couldn't see his face, but she saw his torso, his tunic, soaked with blood. Ice washed over her, and she let out a loud ragged breath—the sister of a sob.
This wasn't her battle. And this was her chance to be free. She started up again, walking briskly this time, glancing over her shoulder every now and again to be sure no one had followed. But the vision of the blood soaked tunic wouldn't leave her mind. Ferrum. Injured. Mayhap he needed her. She was probably handier with a needle than any of the rest of them. She could stitch him up. She could tend to his needs so he could recover. She slowed her walking, indecision tearing her purpose in two.
He might be dead. The thought was like a stone in the center of her chest.
But to be practical, if he were dead, she wouldn't want to go anywhere near the Red Fox's camp again. Ferrum was the only one who made being a prisoner bearable. She tried to feel into it—was he dead? She saw him cutting a man down with a single stroke of his sword, his face covered in blood, his tunic a deep red. Mayhap it wasn't his blood at all. He looked every inch the fearsome warrior, not injured at all. But no, she saw him pressing his forearm to his ribs as if to staunch the flow of blood as he whirled around.
She stopped walking. Shite. Damn, shite, damn it all to hell.
She turned and started walking swiftly back the way she had come.
 
* * *
 
He'd known the moment she left. He had been throwing glances over his shoulder in case she needed help. He'd seen her move from the rocks where she'd taken shelter and flee to the cover of the woods. It had been curious sort of pain he'd felt at it. One part of him was happy for her—he knew how badly she wanted her freedom. One part felt gutted at the loss. One part was relieved she was safely away from the melee of the battle, and one part feared she'd get lost or meet trouble fleeing them.
But now here she was, kneeling beside him, removing his leather armor, peeling back his tunic and undershirt, her face pale and drawn.
He brought his hand to her thigh and squeezed it. “I'm all right,” he muttered.
“I see that,” she said, but her jaw was still clenched. “It's a surface wound. The leather kept it from going too deep. It's long but it didn't make it through your ribs. I'll just stitch you up, we'll keep it clean, and you'll be fine.” She spoke firmly, as if she were reassuring herself of it.
“What made you come back, Dani?” he asked softly.
Her eyes widened, and then her face took on a look of ferocity. She leaned her face right up to his and said through clenched teeth, “Don't even think of punishing me, Ferrum.”
He started laughing, then, which pained him, and he curled up on the ground, clutching his wound and laughing.
“Stop that!” she snapped. “Stop it, Ferrum!” But then she started laughing reluctantly too.
He rolled onto his back and gazed at her, loving the way her face transformed when she smiled. Their eyes met and held, her wide blue stare full of a desperate confusion. He stroked her thigh.
“It's all right, little flower. Thank you.”
She regarded him warily. “For what?”
He shrugged. “For this. For coming back.”
Her lips twitched and she swallowed, still locked into the gaze from which neither of them seemed able to look away. She broke it first, turning her attention to threading her bone needle and knotting the end of the thread.
“Should I get a stick for your teeth?” she asked nervously.
He snorted. “No.”
She started stitching him, watching his face anxiously until at last she seemed assured she wasn't causing him pain and focused on her stitching. It took a long time. He drifted in and out of consciousness a bit, the loss of blood making him feel light-headed and the pain making him numb.
“Ferrum?” Danewyn's worried voice brought him back.
“It's all right,” he said automatically to reassure her. “Don't fret.”
She peered into his face, anxiously. His strongest instinct was to soothe away her anxiety, but he was warmed by it, just the same. “Can you come to our tent?”
“Not just now,” he grunted. There was no way he could get up. “In a little bit.”
That worried her more. She pressed wine to his lips and he drank a few choking gulps, unwilling to prop himself up to swallow properly. When night fell, he got up on his own, refusing help from the men who tried to offer it, and staggered back toward their tent. Phillip appeared next to him, knowing better than to offer a hand, but keeping pace beside him in case he fell. Inside, he collapsed on the bedroll. Phillip sat next to him and looked at him gravely.
“I'm fine.”
“Of course you are,” Phillip said.
“How many dead?”
Phillip blew out his breath. “Over half.”
“God's teeth.” Ferrum shook his head sadly. “At least it wasn't a complete ambush.”
“Aye. Your little Seer has proved her worth, not that I had any doubt of it.”
“She left during the battle.”
Phillip raised his eyebrows. “And then returned?”
“Aye—I don't know why.”
“I had a vision of you bleeding,” Dani's quiet voice reached them from the tent flap.
He felt his skin turn hot all over at her words. She'd come back for him. He found he couldn't speak, he was so overwhelmed by her words.
Phillip rescued him. “Thank you for returning, Danewyn. And thank you for giving us warning this morning. I imagine every man still standing owes his life to you today,” he praised her.
Dani flushed, probably unused to compliments or thanks of any kind. She bowed her head and bobbed a quick curtsy. “You're welcome, my lord,” she muttered.
He smiled warmly at her, pleased to see her acting like a lady for once.
“Shall I keep her in my tent tonight, Ferrum?” Phillip asked.
Dani looked dismayed. Her eyes pleaded with him. He winked at her. “Nay, I can handle her even with a hundred stitches in my side.”
She returned his smile uncertainly, and his heart sank. It had cost her to return—he could tell. She was still thinking about her freedom.
Phillip stood up and left the tent. “Good night, then. Thank you both for your service today.”
Dani brought him the linen and rope and laid down beside him, holding them out. He clasped her hand in his and squeezed it. “How about if I just hold your hand instead of binding your wrists tonight?” he asked.
She met his eyes, startled at the suggestion. She shrugged. “As you wish.”
“If you'll give me your word you won't try to leave, I'll never tie you up again,” he laid out the challenge, though he knew the answer already.
She looked as though she were considering, but then her eyes slipped away from his, and she said nothing.
“I see,” he said sadly and sighed.
 
* * *
 
The Prince ordered them to pack up camp the following day, despite the difficulty for the injured soldiers. It wasn't safe to remain where King Benton had found them. Dani fretted over Ferrum and tried to insist she ride with him to hold the reins of the horse, but he refused. He allowed her to ride her own horse, as they had animals to spare with all the deaths.
Phillip questioned her endlessly along the way, trying to determine the relative safety of possible campsites. Once they were safely settled, he came into Ferrum's tent to question her further.
“How did Benton find us?”
“There are traitors among you,” she sensed and reported. “One in your camp. Others who pretend to be supporters but accept gold for information.”
“Who is he? The one in the camp?”
She tried to see, but felt nothing. She shook her head slowly. “I'm not sure.”
“Would you know if you were near him? If you touched him?”
She considered that. “Mayhap. I'm not certain.”
“Come, let's walk the camp now,” he urged.
She cast a glance at Ferrum, who gave her an encouraging nod, and followed the prince out of the tent. He walked her all through the camp, but she sensed nothing. He continued the activity for two more days without luck, until at supper the second night she brushed by a man and felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. Ever observant, Ferrum saw her staring at the man's back from where he was resting outside their tent. He raised his eyebrows at her, and she nodded. Several moments later she was filled with anxiety. She may have just sent a man to his death—based on what—the way her skin prickled?
Ferrum had beckoned the prince over, and they were in deep conversation. She went and sat with them. “I may have made a mistake.”
The prince raised his eyebrows. “Why do you think so?”
“I mean—I just don't know. I don't think you should take my word on anything, really.”
“It's all right, Dani,” the prince said knowingly. “You just give me the clues. It's my duty to determine the truth of them.”
She stared at him. “Does that mean—?”
“He'll be questioned. How he answers will determine his fate—not your word.”
That gave her some relief. “Thank you, my lord.”
“For what?” he said, looking surprised.
She felt herself blush and shook her head. “For understanding,” she mumbled.
Ferrum reached up and squeezed her hand, smiling at her warmly, and she felt a little rush of pleasure.
 


Chapter Five
 
 
“Dani, when do you get your monthly blood?” They were in the woods, where he stood watch as she relieved herself.
A look of fear crossed her face, and he was instantly alert. Her mouth had gone tight, and the look in her eyes was almost hunted. She merely shrugged a response.
He caught her arm. “Are you with child?” he asked sharply.
She whirled to face him, the fear even greater in her face. “I can't be,” she snapped. He saw a hint of desperation in her expression. His gut clenched. Of course she wouldn't celebrate a pregnancy, especially not with him. Especially not if she were planning her escape. She pulled away from him and started walking back toward camp.
“But are you?” he asked gently, walking by her side.
She shook her head rapidly. “I'm telling you, I can't be,” she said through gritted teeth.
He stopped her, taking hold of her arms above the elbows and peering into her face. “I know it's not what you want, little flower, but I promise I will take very good care of you and our baby, if there is one.”
Her face flushed. “You don't understand, Ferrum,” she said. The cords of her neck stood out with the strain in her face. “I'm not able to have children. In London—” she stopped and heaved a sigh, her eyes rolling with frustration. “In London I used to take penny royal to keep from getting with child. But here I've had none to take.” She was wearing that desperate look again.
“What do you mean when you say you're not able to have children?” he asked slowly.
“I mean—” she gave another enormous sigh. “The first time I got pregnant I was fourteen years old. I lost it at seven months and nearly bled to death. The midwives said I shouldn't risk it again—that I might die.”
Fear coursed through his veins like ice water at her words, but he kept his face neutral. Adding to her fears would just make it worse. “Do you think you're pregnant now, Dani?” he asked her softly.
“I don't know,” she said, looking miserable. “It might just be my body doesn't know what to do without the herbs,” she shrugged. `
He nodded slowly. “We'll get you the penny royal. We'll ask at every village until we find some. All right? It will be all right.” He knew he was reassuring himself as much as her. He prayed she would be safe.
 
* * *
 
“Come, little flower. I want to go hunting this morning,” Ferrum said, rousing her. He had stopped binding her wrists but still slept with her hand held in his, and no matter how quietly or slowly she moved, he always woke when she tried to extricate herself from him. Not that she'd geared herself up to leave yet. She'd told herself she'd wait until she knew Ferrum was safe—past the danger of infection. But his wound had healed rapidly, and now, a couple of weeks later, she'd already started to forget he'd been hurt.
She dressed and followed him into the cool air outside their tent. It was misty, every leaf covered in dew. She shivered, and Ferrum went back to the tent to bring her his cloak. She took it, feeling warm, inside and out. No one had paid attention to her this way before. But it was probably just Ferrum's way with women—not her in particular.
He carried a bow and arrow and led her silently through the woods. She tried to walk as quietly as he did, wincing every time she snapped a stick and Ferrum looked back at her sharply. Eventually, he held a hand out, and she froze, watching as he pressed an arrow into his bow and soundlessly released it. She hadn't seen the stag until he fell crashing to the ground.
Ferrum ran to it and snapped its neck with his hands. She gasped, trying to contain her horror. She knew he was only trying to minimize its suffering, but to see Ferrum's big hands wringing death so easily was a shock. He looked an apology at her as she came closer to see. He'd slain a giant animal with a full rack. The men would feast tonight. “Well done, Ferrum,” she praised him shakily. He smiled sympathetically and handed her the skein of wine.
“Come, let's sit over here and have a bit of bread and cheese before we head back,” he said, leading her to a large smooth boulder where they both could perch. She climbed up and accepted the bread. It was strange how perfectly normal and comfortable it felt to be with Ferrum. They spent every moment of every day in very close range of each other. She had no privacy from him—he escorted her to relieve herself, watched her dress, and observed her every move and every thought, it seemed. For a woman who had been selling her body for coin for years, she had never felt so exposed to a man. He disciplined her. He made love to her. He took care of all her needs.
As if he sensed the direction her thoughts were headed, Ferrum looked at her soberly and brushed some of the strands of hair that had come free of her braid away from her face.
Like a little fool, she blushed. “This hair,” she said impatiently, to cover it up. “It's so fine it will never stay back. People think they'd like blond hair, but I say it's a curse!”
“Nay, it's beautiful.”
“Nay—it's thin and fine and is not good for anything at all! I hate it.”
In a single smooth movement, Ferrum snatched her up and laid her over his lap. Her skirts were up before she'd managed her first protest, and his huge hand was spanking her full force.
“Stop! What are you doing, Ferrum?” she spluttered.
He ignored her, continuing to spank fast and hard, slapping the same place twenty times until she was kicking and howling in indignation.
“Stop! What did I do? Stop, Ferrum!” She fought like a wild woman, which did not impede Ferrum's onslaught in the slightest. He moved onto the other side and she felt the delayed sensation of burning flooding into the side he'd just finished. She whimpered and kicked some more. He showed no intention of slowing or even stopping, and she was starting to panic. She screamed at him in anger and frustration. Her whole bottom was on fire, and she felt frightened, not understanding what the punishment was about.
At long last, he stopped and rubbed. The relief made a sob-like escape out of her mouth. He pulled her up, and she glared at him in fury, her lower lip trembling.
“Nobody criticizes my girl,” he said firmly.
She stared at him in disbelief. Laughter started to bubble up along with incredulity, replacing her anger. She started to giggle, covering her mouth, tears forming in her eyes. She laughed and laughed and laughed, wiping at her tears as Ferrum gathered up their lunch and placed the giant stag around his shoulders.
He started walking without another word. She caught up, still giggling every now and then.
“You are a terrible brute, Ferrum.”
“Aye.”
“That hurt, you big oaf! Not that it would ever stop you—you take pleasure in it, don't you?”
A smile played on Ferrum's lips, but he didn't look at her. He just kept walking. “You're asking for another spanking,” he warned mildly.
She looked up at him through her lashes. “Mayhap I am.”
He stopped walking to look at her. She waggled her eyebrows and took off at a run, giggling the entire time. She heard the thud of the stag being dropped and then the long strides rapidly overtaking her. For such a giant, Ferrum was surprisingly light on his feet. Her own feet lifted off the ground as he caught her about the waist and yanked her skirts up all at the same time. She screamed and giggled, twisting to try to avoid his heavy hand on her still hot and tingling bottom. He landed five good ones on her.
“Is that what you need?” he asked in a mock growl, turning her to face him. His eyes were burning with desire, and she felt passion sweep through her, turning her legs to custard.
She shook her head, unable to speak.
“Nay,” he said softly. “That's not what you need. I know what you need.” His fingers probed between her legs, and she gasped at the shock of sensation. Her sex was ready for him, moist and swollen.
“Aye, Ferrum,” she breathed.
“Aye, Ferrum,” he repeated back to her, his exploring fingers penetrating so that she lifted onto her tiptoes, clutching at his hand. “That's all I want to hear from you for the rest of the day. ‘Aye, Ferrum.' Got it?”
“Aye, Ferrum,” she gasped as two of his fingers plunged deeply in and out of her. She clutched at his shoulders, whimpering. She lifted one of her legs and wrapped it loosely around his waist to give him better access as he brought her just to the edge of a climax. Then he withdrew and smiled. “Turn around and put your hands on the tree.”
“Aye, Ferrum.”
“Stick your arse out for me.”
She obeyed, only to squeak and jump when he slapped it hard.
“No complaints out of you, little flower. You'll get whatever I decide to give to you.”
His words turned her insides to molten liquid. Ferrum's domination was more arousing than anything she'd ever experienced. Her legs were trembling as she waited. Would he spank? Or pleasure?
He gripped her hip, and she sighed in ecstasy as he entered her. He felt so good.
“Aye, Ferrum,” she moaned as he moved inside her.
“Good girl,” he growled and brought them both to a hungry climax.
When they had recovered their breath and Ferrum had slipped out of her and replaced her skirts, he wrapped his huge arms around her from behind and held her close to him. “You like being Ferrum's prisoner,” he said softly in her ear.
Her insides turned to mush again. She did. Some part of her truly did.
“What is there to go back to that's so important, anyway?”
She tried to pull away from him, but he wouldn't let her. “It's not—” she struggled against his hold again. She gave an exaggerated huff of exasperation. “I don't wish to be a slave, you damn brute. That's all. I want my freedom.”
“You're not a slave, Dani,” he protested, sounding hurt. He released her now and spun her around to face him, gripping her shoulders. “You're not. You've not been asked to serve in any way but to use your Sight. Using the gift God gave you to serve your own people is a duty, just as I offer my strength and steel to serve Briton.”
“And I can come and go as I please? I could leave if I wished it?”
Ferrum lost his patience. He kicked the tree behind her. “No woman but a whore has such freedom!” he growled. “Wait—” He'd seen the fury on her face at that and caught her arm as she whirled to run away from him.
“Ack. You know I always put my foot in it. I didn't mean—stop it, dammit!”
She'd started kicking at his shins to get away, twisting around in his grasp. He wrestled with her, grabbing her other arm.
“DANI!” he roared.
She froze, her eyes wide. He had never raised his voice to her before, and the sound of him thundering was as frightening as a bear at full snarl.
He took advantage of her inaction and grasped her other shoulder, pulling her in to face him. “Stop fighting me,” he said impatiently. “The last thing I want is for you to get hurt.”
She narrowed her eyes, trying to cover her fear, though she felt her face already starting to crumple into angry tears.
He started to pull her toward him, but she turned her face sharply away, rejecting any comfort he might be thinking to offer.
“Shite,” he cursed and released her. He stalked back to where he'd laid the buck down and heaved it over his shoulders, starting to walk without looking back.
She cursed him silently. Did he have so much faith she would follow? Mayhap this was her chance to escape. Except, as usual, she had no idea where they were.
 
* * *
 
“We can't leave for Umbria today,” he informed Phillip tightly, entering his tent at first light. The plan had been to pack up and head for their foster father's castle.
“What do you mean?”
“Dani's bleeding—seems bad. I don't want her to travel.” He had not been able to find the herb penny royal for her in any village, and now it seemed it was too late.
Phillip looked skeptical. “You mean bleeding, like a woman bleeds?”
His control was starting to snap. “I don't know, dammit. Yes! Or mayhap more like a miscarriage. She seems like she's in a lot of pain.”
Phillip still looked doubtful. “Ferrum, we need to keep pressing on.”
He lost his temper. “You go on, then, but we're not leaving!” he snarled. “This is your fault you know!”
“How is this my fault?”
“You wanted to keep a woman with the troops, you must suffer the consequences of it!” He knew he was not being rational, but the sight of a pale-faced Dani curled up that morning with her arms wrapped around her abdomen, the blankets soaked in blood had shaken him to the core. He had been perfectly calm and reassuring with her, but now that he was with Phillip, he was like a kettle boiling over.
Phillip had a cautious look on his face. “We're not leaving you behind. We will delay another day.”
For some reason Phillip's calm only further enraged him. “And if we're not ready in a day?” he demanded.
Phillip stared at him.
“If you want to help, you'll send someone out to find a midwife!” he shouted.
Phillip nodded. “I will do that,” he said mildly.
“Fine!” he yelled and stormed out, knowing Phillip would not have stood for such insolence from anyone else. He spent the day by Dani's side, stroking her back or her head, promising her everything would be all right. She was afraid, and he had no idea whether her fears were justified or not. He'd never witnessed a woman miscarrying before. Hell, he'd never been close enough to a woman to witness her monthly bleeding. But she didn't look well. Her face was too pale—even her lips were grayish, and she was weak with the pain.
A midwife was found, and it was her worry that frightened him more than anything. She gave Dani a draught of motherwort and shepherd's purse to slow the bleeding. Phillip wouldn't allow the midwife to leave the camp, since she knew their whereabouts, and they didn't know if she could be trusted. So he had to deal with soothing a second frightened woman in his tent. The midwife bedded down next to Dani, but there was no way he was going to be able to sleep. He stalked back to Phillip's tent.
Phillip and Edwin were not in bed yet. “How is she?” Phillip asked.
He couldn't find the words. She's going to die. He felt sure of it. She couldn't continue to bleed at that rate through the night and live. She would bleed out and die. He rested his knuckles on Phillip's table, needing to touch something solid, something to ground him. It felt good enough that he cocked his arm back and punched into the wood. The wood split with a crack that satisfied the beast within him. He punched it again and again.
Vaguely, he heard Phillip commanding Edwin to leave and whoever had shown up to stay out. He bent at the waist and smashed his head into the wood, breaking it in half. He picked up one of the halves and smashed it into the leg of the table, splintering it even more. He continued, feeling more and more relief as he destroyed the table, tearing it into the smallest of pieces. When he'd finished, he stood panting and clenching his fists, and then he met Phillip's eye for the first time. Phillip had stood back, his arms folded across his chest, watching dispassionately. He did not need Phillip to speak any words of comfort. Phillip understood him. He allowed him this—knew it was the release he needed.
“Nay, the prince said no one enters,” he heard Edwin's voice say outside the tent, but the flap opened anyway, and Danewyn appeared, dressed in her shift, wrapped in a blood-soaked blanket, her big eyes huge in her ashen face.
“Ferrum?” she said in a tiny voice, her lips cracked and pale.
He was flooded with emotion—guilt that he'd disturbed her with his tantrum, an aching tenderness and overwhelming need to care for her, and fear at her wan appearance. He rushed to her and scooped her up, the bloody blanket sticky on his arm.
“Little flower,” he said tenderly. “Did I wake you?”
“Ferrum,” she repeated his name, resting her face into his neck. The way she spoke his name tore deep into his heart—as if she were truly calling him out. It was like the way she looked into his eyes and not at his scars. This woman saw him for who he was and was not afraid. Nay, she even seemed to want him, or need him—he knew not which. Either way, he wanted to give her everything she ever needed. He wanted to be the one who answered her call. He wanted 'Ferrum' to be the only name she ever uttered again.
He turned with her in his arms to meet Phillip's eyes again, and the sympathy he saw there did not weaken him. Phillip's understanding reassured him whatever it was he was feeling was real. He gave him a nod and carried Dani back to their tent, gently laying her on her bloody bedding and curling his body protectively around her, holding her back closely against his front.
He left the candle lit, and both he and the midwife woke every time Dani groaned with cramps during the night. She continued to bleed and also to pass tissue. The midwife's tight, pinched face told him all he needed to know—Dani was not improving. Finally, the midwife made some sort of decision and pulled out a tiny clay pot of oil, pouring some on her hands and rubbing them. It smelled of garlic.
“I'm going to check her,” she said.
He didn't know what she meant but watched as she parted Dani's legs and slipped her fingers inside her. Though he knew it was necessary, he bristled at the invasion, especially when Dani whimpered and moaned at it. The midwife's expression was one of intense listening, which then turned to satisfaction, and she pulled her hand back out.
“There was something caught in the opening to her womb and I removed it. Hopefully its removal will help slow the bleeding.”
It did, in fact, seem to have an effect. Dani did not wake again till daybreak, and judging from the rags between her legs, the flow had slowed considerably. He stroked her hair and kissed her forehead while the midwife coaxed her into sipping some broth.
“How do you feel?”
“Better.” She leaned up on her elbows and looked up at him through her light eyelashes. “I Saw something,” she said in a low voice so that the midwife wouldn't hear. It took a moment for him to understand she was speaking about her Sight.
“What was it?”
“Tell…” her eyes darted toward the midwife “…our friend… he will be double-crossed.”
“By whom?”
She lowered herself back to the bedding, and shook her head, looking tired. “I don't know.”
 
* * *
 
It hadn't been Sight exactly—it was more a sense of knowing that had come to her. She couldn't see any faces attached or how the double-cross would come, no matter how many questions the Prince put to her. It was not until a month later, when he sent for her to ask the whereabouts of a missing party of his men, including the knight Sir Godfrey, that she understood.
She was sitting beside him on a rock overlooking a lake down in a valley, Sir Ferrum nearby, melting into the background.
“Danewyn, I sent four soldiers to meet a contact in London. They should have returned by now,” the Prince said, looking down at the landscape.
She knew immediately—a sense of warning flooded through her. “It's the double-cross,” she said tensely.
The Prince's face sharpened. “Where are they? Are they alive?”
She closed her eyes but saw nothing but a swirled jumble of images. She frowned and tried harder.
As if the Prince could sense her confusion, he placed a finger between her brows. “Shh. You can find it. Just listen.”
She strained to See, but the jumble became even more chaotic along with her thoughts, which swirled around fears that she would not be able to See.
“Shh,” the Prince said, more insistently. “Relax. It will come to you.”
She cleared the clutter of images from her mind and imagined instead the clear blue lake below them. In the days of Avalon, the priestesses Saw by looking in scrying bowls, filled with water. She created a clear image of the lake in her imagination and stared at it, absorbing the peace and calm of its still waters. An image appeared of a struggle—then Sir Godfrey and his men being led away at sword point.
“They were attacked, led away… by the King's soldiers, I think.”
“Are they still alive?” the Prince asked.
She heard a yes quite clearly in her mind. “Aye.”
“Where?”
She Saw the men again, being forced into a dwelling crowded beside other dwellings. It must be London… unless there were other settlements that looked the same.
“London?” she said, unsure. Yes, she heard clearly. “Aye, London.”
She opened her eyes and looked at the Prince, who was wearing his battle face.
“Can they be rescued?” he asked tersely.
She was surprised that the Prince would risk the lives of more men to retrieve these few. She respected him for it. From what she had seen, his men would follow him into hell and back. And it seemed it was for good reason—he truly cared about them.
Yes. “Aye. They are still in London. I can't say where, exactly, but there are not so very many of the royal guard holding them. Less than a dozen, mayhap.”
The Prince looked at Sir Ferrum, who also had a battle face on. “You will go. Take Danewyn so she can lead you to them. Take a dozen men.”
He shook his head. “Nay, a dozen men will attract too much attention. I will take six.”
The Prince nodded. “As you see fit.”
“We'll leave at first light,” Sir Ferrum promised, and held out an arm to lead her away.
They rode out in the morning, and she felt sick and conflicted about returning to London. It was what she'd been wanting, except when she thought about it, there was nothing at all she missed from that life. Still, this was her chance to escape—the escape she'd been planning for more than two months.
She felt Sir Ferrum's eyes on her. He must sense the turmoil she was in.
They arrived in London at nightfall, and Ferrum arranged a room above a tavern. It was one she knew, though she'd never worked in it. She saw recognition from several men, and she watched Sir Ferrum's face turn black as some of them ogled her with lewd stares. She was grateful no one openly solicited her, or she feared Ferrum would have his throat. It was probably the hard stares he was delivering that prevented it. She ignored it all, though secretly felt warm at Sir Ferrum's jealousy.
She tried to listen for the whereabouts of their men. “They're still alive,” she told Sir Ferrum, when they reached the room. “The soldiers drink in some kind of tavern like this one. But they're keeping the prisoners where they sleep.”
“Are they sleeping in the tavern where they drink?”
She unfocused her eyes to listen to the question. “Nay. Somewhere else. If we just find them at the tavern, though, we could follow them back to where they're staying.”
Ferrum nodded.
“Let's go out looking now.”
His eyes narrowed suspiciously, and she felt a surge of anger that he didn't trust her. She was at his side, her thoughts only occupied by bringing their men back. But then, she'd always made it plain she wished to leave him. She felt a twist in her heart. Would he leave her tied up here whilst he went looking for the men? Was she still just the Seer they'd captured to use as they pleased, with no consideration for her? She pressed her lips together.
“Nay, we're tired,” he said, watching her closely. “Tonight we sleep. Tomorrow we can ask around.”
They bedded down on straw mattresses, and Sir Ferrum tucked her right against him with his arm around her. She lay there, her thoughts swirling, her belly sick from it all. The stubborn part of her wanted to leave immediately, just to prove she was not a mere piece of property to be taken at will. But she loved Ferrum. She'd known it since the day of the battle when she'd turned back from her escape to care for him. And though she hadn't planned it, she had grown loyal to Prince Phillip too. His men were suffering torture or worse right now, and she had the best chance of helping them.
As her thoughts turned to the missing soldiers, she had a clear sense of where to find their captors. It was a tavern she knew only too well.
The wise thing to do would have been to wake Sir Ferrum and tell him what she'd Seen. But she was still angry with him, and the idea of asserting her freedom and independence won out. She slowly, slowly slipped out from under Sir Ferrum's arm, freezing when his snores stopped. When they started up again she moved carefully, picking up her calf-skin boots and slipping out the door. She left the tavern swiftly, not stopping to put on her boots until she was outside.
She unwound her braid as she walked, formulating her plan. As she approached her old tavern, her belly clenched into knots. The smells brought back her old life with a rush. It was a life she no longer wanted. She felt clear on that now. Being there, thinking about what she was about to do, made her sick. Sir Ferrum had been right—she had no reason to return. She wanted to tell him so, and felt a pang of longing for him, wishing she had not come alone. But it was too late. She took a deep breath and entered.
She prayed Coenred wouldn't be angry she'd been absent so long, but he gave her his usual lift of the chin and disinterested wave as if she'd never left. Four of the King's men were there in front of the hearth, getting drunk. The way her skin prickled told her they were the ones she sought. She gave her long hair a seductive toss and sashayed up to the counter to talk to Coenred. She perched on a stool and leaned forward on her elbows.
“Dani,” he grunted.
“Hello, Coenred. Listen, I want you to make those soldiers an offer for me. Tell them they can have me for the whole night to share, in their apartment for 2 silver pieces. You keep half.”
Coenred grunted an assent. It took a while before he made his way over there, but it was just as well, because it reduced suspicion. Several of her old customers came over to her while she waited, but she told them she was busy and promised to come back and serve them the following night. Her heart pounded as she watched Coenred approach her quarry.
The soldiers looked over at her. She gave them her broadest smile. They stood up and one of them fished coins out and handed them to Coenred. Success. She slid off her barstool, collecting her silver piece from Coenred as she passed him and hooked her arms through the arms of two of the men. “Take me to your beds, men, and I'll keep you warm,” she promised.
One of them slapped her arse. “It's us who are going to keep ye warm, woman. We plan to use you all night long.”
She forced a fake laugh and tossed her hair, following them back to their quarters, where the men drew lots to see which got her first. The soldier who won refused to let the others watch, sending them into another room. She lifted her skirts and straddled him where he sat on a chair, listening, as she moved, for the whereabouts of her men. She felt them below her. There must be a cellar.
At that moment, the door swung noiselessly open, and she stifled a gasp, her eyes widening in shock. Sir Ferrum was standing there—a giant warrior looking like he could tear apart a man with his bare hands. She pointed down and mouthed the word “cellar”, but Sir Ferrum was advancing stealthily toward her, his sword drawn.
In a single swipe, he lobbed off the head of the soldier she was riding, spraying her with his blood. She covered her mouth tightly with both hands to contain the scream in her throat, scrambling off and backing away from the dead man.
 


Chapter Six
 
 
There are times when a man's heart and head split in two—when the head knows something and understands it, yet the heart has plunged in another direction. This was one of those moments. Knowing Dani was working for Phillip—working on rescuing their soldiers rather than the escape he'd feared—should have pleased him. But the sight of her with another man made his blood boil with rage. He was going to rip every last one of the soldiers from limb to limb.
He left her there and headed farther back into the building.
“Be careful! There are several of them—”
He didn't wait to listen to Dani's urgent whisper, but entered the chamber with his sword swinging, gutting three men and slitting the throat of a fourth. He parried a blow from a fifth man and then threw his entire weight at him, tackling him to the floor before he caught his throat in his meaty fist and squeezed until the man stopped squirming.
He reemerged from the chamber. “Where?” he demanded.
Dani pointed a shaking finger toward a trap door, keeping the other hand still clapped firmly over her mouth. He opened the trap door and quickly descended. All four of their missing men were there, tied up. They had obviously been subjected to torture. Dani followed him down, and they both worked to cut their bonds. The men were not in good shape, but all were conscious.
“How many men have you seen total?” he demanded.
“Five,” Godfrey answered immediately. He seemed to be the most alert of the men, jumping to his feet and assisting with freeing the others.
“Can you all walk?” he asked.
“Aye,” Godfrey said.
Henley only grunted. Ferrum offered his hand and hauled him to his feet, watching as the squire swayed. He put his shoulder to the young man's waist and lifted him up over his shoulder. Dani helped Douglas to his feet and put an arm around his waist to help him.
“Don't leave me here,” John croaked, the panic in voice belying the terror the men had endured.
“No one's leaving you,” he soothed. “Godfrey, take my sword. You'll be our steel.” He bent and hauled John up over his other shoulder, staggering under the weight of the two men. Godfrey led the way up the stairs and he followed slowly, doing his best to keep the two men balanced.
When they reached the top, Henley grunted, “Put me down. I'll walk.” Ferrum set him down and readjusted John, and they headed out of the building. He led them to the closest dark alley he could find and then stopped in a shadowy corner. “Dani, go get the men and horses.”
She nodded rapidly, still looking as though she were in shock, and released Douglas to take off at a run. He had no doubt of her return this time. She had proven her steadfastness. Steadfastness to the prince—not to him. The burning in his chest told him he'd liked it far better when he'd believed the opposite of her.
To think he had feared she would try to escape. It seems he needn't have worried—she'd accepted her place with Phillip. But, God's teeth. He couldn't believe how much it hurt. She had never been his, had she? She was a whore, nothing more. She fucked whichever man she was near to serve her purpose. He had meant nothing to her. Nothing at all.
They rode back through the night and arrived at camp by noon, all of them dead tired. He couldn't speak or even look at Dani. When they arrived, he helped the injured men get settled before briefing Phillip on the rescue, including Dani's part in it.
Phillip's understanding was complete. There was no sympathy there; Phillip wouldn't offer something he didn't want. Just understanding.
“I need you to take her. I can't—” his voice cracked.
Phillip nodded. “I'll handle it.”
 
* * *
 
Sir Ferrum had neither spoken nor looked at her since they left London. The way he'd killed the soldier while she was still astride him had shocked her to the core. Another hands' length and his blade would have slit her throat too, though she imagined he was the sort of man who always knew exactly where his weapon ended. There was a coldness coming from him now that she'd been trying to understand.
Aye, she'd sneaked out, but since he'd followed, he certainly realized it had been in the interest of rescuing the men. Feeling lost, she busiest herself by helping make the wounded men comfortable. She fetched them food and drink and served them before she sat down to eat. Ferrum disappeared for the rest of the afternoon and stayed apart from her for the evening meal. When she started to head toward their tent at nightfall, the Prince caught her arm.
“You're sleeping in my tent tonight.”
She looked at him in shock. “What?”
He raised one eyebrow. “Had you not noticed Ferrum's angry with you?”
A feeling of hot and cold washed through her. Tears pricked her eyes. The prince was studying her curiously. “You did not know, did you?”
She shook her head dumbly. “I—well, I—wasn't sure,” she finished lamely.
“Go in my tent. We can talk about it.” His voice was firm, but his eyes were kind.
She entered his tent and watched as the Prince's page Edwin moved the newly replaced table to the side and produced a bedroll for her. He spread it between what appeared to be his and the Prince's. Her heart was still hammering in her chest, and she felt profoundly lost.
“Find me a bit of rope to bind her, Edwin,” the Prince commanded, and the page left.
He sat on a stool and indicated she take the other one. She sat facing him, her anxiety growing as he regarded her in silence.
“Thank you for what you did to save our men. It took courage to do what you did, not to mention cleverness. But you broke rules to do it. You never act without permission from your superior—in your case, from me or Ferrum.”
“Yes, my lord,” she said her face flushing.
“But surely you knew that. Why did you sneak out alone?”
Her throat felt dry. If he had not told her Ferrum was angry with her, she might have been indignant at the questioning, considering her success at rescuing the men. But as it was, she simply felt adrift. She blinked and cleared her throat. “I Saw the King's soldiers were there—the ones who were keeping your men. I feared Ferrum would not permit me to go—it was my old tavern, you see. I just meant to gather information to bring back to him. I did not know he would follow and take on five men himself.”
The prince's lips twitched a bit. “Five to one is not so worrisome when Ferrum's involved,” he said mildly. “But you're right, your actions put both your and his safety at risk.
“Is that why Ferrum's angry?”
“You really don't know.” The prince studied her curiously. “Nay, if you did, you would be on your knees begging me for mercy right now.”
She blanched.
“It was your whoring.”
She stared at him. She had guessed that much, yet she was still confounded by the whole situation. “But I—”
The prince held up his hand to silence her. “It's between you and Ferrum. He will cool down eventually.”
Edwin returned with the rope, and the Prince grasped her wrists and pinned them together.
“Ferrum always wrapped them with linen first,” she protested, then flushed when the Prince raised an eyebrow at her.
But he did not bark at her. Instead he sighed. “Fetch me a piece of linen,” he commanded Edwin, who trotted off to obey him. When he returned, the prince wrapped the linen and then the ropes. He tied them much tighter than Ferrum ever did—tight enough to make her suck in her breath with the pain. The Prince peered at her. “Too tight?”
She nodded in relief. He untied them and tried again, still tying them tighter than Ferrum ever had, but not so tight they actually pained her. Then he simply pointed at the bedroll Edwin had laid out for her. Heavy-hearted, she sank down on it. Edwin extinguished the lamp, and she laid in the dark, listening to the Prince and his page getting settled.
She couldn't have been more shocked when she felt a hand squeeze her breast. It was not aggressive, more exploratory. She froze, feeling instantly sick. It was the prince. He slid closer, running his hand down her hip and pulling her skirts up. She rolled away but he followed, and she couldn't travel far because Edwin was lying on the other side of her. He slid his hand between her knees, and she clamped her thighs down hard to prevent him from traveling up any higher. “Don't,” she hissed.
He started working his hand more aggressively between her legs, trying to move it up, and fear made her bolder. She struck out with her bound hands. They were neatly caught and pulled over her head and the hand returned to her breast, dipping inside her outer dress and shift to pinch her nipple. She kicked at him. “No,” she snarled between clenched teeth. She tried to roll away but with her arms pinned, couldn't manage it. She caught sight of Edwin's frightened expression on the other side of her, which told her the raping of women was not a normal occurrence in the prince's tent. Little comfort that gave her, though.
She started thrashing about madly, wondering if she should scream. Her mind flitted to Ferrum—would he save her? The thought of him gave her renewed fight, and she craned her neck around, trying to bite the arm holding her.
The prince straddled her, pinned her wrists down to her chest and held her, staring down with a shrewd look. There was nothing amorous about his expression—no passion or even aggression. To her utter confusion, he smiled slowly. “I was just making sure,” his perfectly calm voice informed her. She kept wriggling to get out from under him. “Shh. You're all right—it's over. You're safe. I just had to find out for myself.”
“Find out what?” she gritted, as he climbed off her and used her wrists to roll her to her side, his other hand catching her knees and drawing them up to her chest, so she lay curled in a fetal position. He put one hand on the side of her head and pressed it down against the bedroll, pinning her there. She struggled to lift her head, and he didn't allow it, yet she felt he was comforting her.
“That you gave to Ferrum honestly. I thought as much, but I wanted to be absolutely certain.”
“You bastard! Go to hell!” She snarled, kicking at him.
“No kicking,” he said, grabbing her ankle to stop it. As usual, the absolute authority in his tone overrode any rebellion she'd been attempting. He continued to hold her down in the fetal position, one hand on her head, waiting as the fight drained out of her. “I'm sorry I frightened you,” he said.
Considering he was a prince and she was a nobody, she was more than a little surprised he had actually apologized. Her anger dwindled, leaving her empty and tired.
“I think it will be all right,” he said.
She tried to lift her head again, and this time he let her. She stared at him in the darkness, trying to discern his face. He was leaning on his elbow, considering her with the same dark glittering gaze with which he always regarded her. Did he mean things would be all right with Ferrum?
“Hearts mend,” he said simply.
 
* * *
 
Ferrum woke with a splitting headache the following day. He went out of his tent, snarling at everyone and everything in his sight. When Dani tried to sit beside him at breakfast, he stood immediately and walked away without a word. It was cowardly, he supposed, but he simply couldn't be near her. There was a tightness in his chest that made it difficult to breathe. The thought of her spending the night in Phillip's tent made it even worse, so he simply closed his mind to it all.
Phillip came over to him after breakfast, and Ferrum glowered at him, wanting to be left alone. “She loves you,” Phillip said matter-of-factly.
The tightness in his chest grew worse. He coughed, literally unable to breathe for a moment. He couldn't speak but merely shook his head at his foster brother.
“I know people, Ferrum. I know this.”
He blinked, still struggling to simply move his breath in and out. Something in the center core of him was screaming, was longing, to believe Phillip. But he just couldn't. He shook his head again and walked away without answering.
He spent the morning chopping a felled tree into smaller pieces for their fire. It was his preferred activity when he was in a foul mood—a constructive way to relieve his aggression. With each swing of the ax he imagined he was cutting down each man Dani had ever given herself to.
After several hours, she approached. He was swinging the ax harder than necessary, causing the wood to fly up in splinters. He knew she was standing there, but he neither looked at her nor acknowledged her in any way. He felt her anxiety at being ignored growing.
“Ferrum? Will you speak to me, please?” she demanded after a stretch.
He didn't stop chopping, but he did look at her, giving her a raised eyebrow.
She stalked over and stood right in front of him, so he had to swing wide to avoid spraying her with wood chips. He left the ax in the log and squared off to her.
“Look, I've always been a whore. You just didn't want to believe it of me,” she said, her voice strained.
He grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her once. “No. That's not it,” he gritted out. “That's not it at all.” He picked her up by squeezing her upper arms into her torso until she was eye to eye with him. “I don't care about what you've been.”
Her chin was thrust forward, but her lips trembled. “You're jealous, then? Surely you know he meant nothing to me! I did it for the men—for your men!”
He shook her again, and her dangling legs danced with the movement. “Aye. I saw how it meant nothing to you. I imagine I meant nothing to you, either.”
Anger crossed her face. “How can you say that?” she demanded, spit flying in fury, tears spilling as she spoke. “That's what you really think? Truly? I should not be surprised. You never believed in what I offered you. I guess in your eyes a whore is not capable of love. Is that what you think?”
Pain seared in his chest. He stared at her, torn by his anger and some new hope seeping through. He wanted to throw her down and walk swiftly away, but he couldn't move. He couldn't look away. The depth of pain in her eyes matched his own. He faltered. Mayhap he'd been wrong.
“Or do you think your scars make you un-loveable?” she asked in a soft and dangerous tone.
He set her down on the ground, feeling dizzy. Something in him had just cracked open, and the flood of conflicting emotion was too strong.
“You were always planning to escape,” he accused her, trying to find solid ground. How could he believe in love from someone who wanted to leave?
“But I didn't,” she pleaded, weeping openly. “When I walked in that tavern, I felt sick, Ferrum. And I knew my place was with you.”
The world tilted and righted itself, and he felt the ground more solidly under his feet. A full breath filled his chest for the first time all day. “I thought you were mine.” His voice cracked on the last word, and tears filled his eyes momentarily before he blinked them back angrily. Her eyes widened and she opened and closed her mouth with a look of shock. He cursed himself inwardly for showing her emotion like that.
But her eyes filled with tears as well. “That's what I'm telling you—I am yours,” she whispered. “I'm sorry, Ferrum,” she said, looking genuinely pained. “I didn't think about how—” she swallowed, “—how my servicing another man would affect you.”
It hadn't occurred to him she wouldn't understand fidelity. But he supposed someone who had given her body to hundreds of men might not attach the same meaning to it he did. He rubbed her arms where he'd been holding her, fearing suddenly he had left bruises. “How could you not know you were mine?” he asked, but his voice was forgiving.
She dashed at her tears with the back of her hand and shrugged. “I don't know—I never imagined anyone would want me.”
He believed her, but it was the stupidest thing he'd ever heard in his life. “But Dani, I told you that you were mine. Many times. Did you not know that meant mine alone?”
She shook her head. “I don't know—I just never thought you meant anything by it. Are you saying you'd have me… as your…” she trailed off uncertainly.
He cupped her face in his hands. “My wife? Aye. Would you have me, little flower?”
She nodded silently, tears still running down her pale cheeks.
He pulled her head toward him and kissed the top of it before folding it into his chest. “I'll kill any man who touches you,” he said with a note of challenge, not sure if she truly knew what she was agreeing to.
“I won't allow any man to touch me, Ferrum. I promise.”
“I'll use you however I like. All day long if I want.”
She laughed tearfully into his chest, then tipped her head back to look at him. “I hope so.”
“I will tie you up and spank you and make you say you love me.”
“Tonight?” she asked, her voice soft with desire, eyes filled with heat. His cock hardened.
“Aye. Tonight I will spank and spank and spank and teach you never to stray again.”
Her breath had quickened, and he saw the war between fear and desire in her face. He ran his thumb along the delicate bones of her cheek. “I'll make you remember who you belong to,” he said, his voice husky. He saw the twin points of her nipples standing up under her bodice just for him.
 
* * *
 
She was trembling all over just in anticipation of his touch. She had no doubt he would spank her all night, as he had promised. He had sent her into the tent with the order to kneel in wait for him.
“Take off your dress, little flower,” Ferrum commanded softly, extinguishing the candle so their forms wouldn't be seen as shadows through the tent walls. Still, their sounds would be heard—not that it would be the first time the camp had heard her punishment or their sex.
He was sitting on his bedroll, his eyes heavy-lidded, filled with a dark desire. She met his eye as she slowly peeled off her clothing and let it fall to the ground in a heap. She stepped out of the skirts and bent to pick them up and fold them neatly, but Ferrum growled, “Leave 'em. Come to me.”
She went and knelt before him, waiting for instruction. He took hold of one of her nipples and pinched, slowly increasing the pressure until she gasped and involuntarily tried to move away, which—of course—only made it worse.
“Mine,” Ferrum growled.
“Yes,” she agreed, panting. He released her nipple. “I want your bottom right here,” he said patting his lap. She laid across his lap. “No, like this,” he said, picking up one of her legs and swinging it over his head so she straddled him, facing away, her bottom presented to him with her legs spread wide. She was lying over his outstretched legs, and he tossed a blanket down to her for cushioning. She had only just tucked it under her chest and head when the first slap fell. Ferrum continued swatting her in rapid succession, changing from side to side until her entire bottom started to sting. It felt good, even as the burn increased. She reveled in Ferrum's intense focus on her after the silent treatment he'd given her. She enjoyed the sting of his hand on her flesh, the way her sex was spread open for his view in this position.
The intensity of the sting began to grow, and she had to close her eyes and breathe, willing herself to relax and open to the sensation, rather than try to escape it. She heard herself whimper but felt no true distress.
He continued with no sign of stopping, and soon she started to grow agitated. She wrapped her lower legs behind his back to keep herself from kicking, fearing she might kick him in the face in the position she was in. Even as her agitation grew, the level of intensity with which he was striking her increased. Her whimpers grew louder, and her bottom started bobbing, trying in vain to dodge the blows. She felt the urge to beg and plead welling up in her. She pushed it firmly back down and let herself cry instead. She clutched at his lower legs with her fingers digging in and started to sob softly. Still, he didn't stop.
He began to slap just one side—the same place over and over again until her hips were writhing frantically under the cruel bite. He then moved his target and slapped up and down that thigh several times before moving to give the other side the same tortuous treatment. The anticipation of knowing what was to come made it worse, but because it was her left side he couldn't strike her quite as hard in the position she was in. Still, it smarted terribly.
The spanking suddenly stopped, and she felt his lips pressed to her hot cheek, the scratch of his stubble feeling rough against her chaffed skin. He rubbed her bottom for a few moments. Her pussy was dripping wet, so hungry for his touch. She feared he'd make her wait all night for her pleasure, but he was not so cruel. She felt a finger dip into her honeyed moisture, but then it withdrew too soon. The moistened finger pressed into her arsehole, and she moaned and pushed back to allow entry. It felt too large and too rough and she had to fight hard not to tighten against it.
“Ow… ah… Ferrum,” she gasped.
“Yes, my little flower,” he rumbled in a low voice, and she felt a second finger pressing into her sex. That gave her everything she needed, and she followed its movement. He was using a thumb in each hole, if she was feeling it right. The palm of his hand cupped her mound and gave her delicious feedback on her nub of pleasure. He worked the thumbs simultaneously together, stroking in and out, then alternating first one, then the other, which she preferred. Tension coiled up in her, wrapped tighter and tighter as she spread her legs wider, pushing back at him eagerly, rocking her hips to meet each thumb as it alternately pushed into her. She started making a soft, keening cry as the need became almost painful, and then she tumbled over the edge of the cliff, bucking against him, biting her lip to keep from howling as the pleasure rolled through her in delicious waves. Spent, she collapsed limply on his legs as he slid his thumbs slowly out of her.
He parted his legs, depositing her torso on the bedroll and rolling her onto her back before grasping her thighs and pulling her hips up close to his own. Her body felt as though it were made of custard, and she couldn't do anything but stare at him with a stupid little smile on her face. He bent her knees up so she lay with her sex fully presented to him. He turned to one of the bent knees and slapped her inner thigh. The zing of pain registered and started to pull her out of her post-climactic languor. He slapped it again. Then again, traveling down from the knee toward her parted sex.
Her breath quickened, and she began to tremble with the combined pleasure and pain sensations swirling through her body. He turned to the other leg and gave that inner thigh the same treatment, slapping hard down it. He patted her sex a few times, but his wrist was at a bad angle to slap it with any force. He picked up her ankles and crossed them, holding them in one of his large hands and lifting them back over her head. He moved onto his knees and brought his big palm down squarely on her sex.
“Ack!” she shrieked, a bit of fear sharpening all her senses.
“Ack?” he asked conversationally.
He spanked her sex again three times in rapid succession. She jumped and tried to squirm out of Ferrum's grasp with every smack.
“Mine,” he growled and spanked it again and again. She whimpered and kicked.
“Ferrum,” she gasped.
“Aye?” He paused the spanking.
“Please don't be mad at me,” she said in a tiny voice.
He brought her upturned foot to his mouth and bit it. “Nay, little flower. I'm not mad at you. I'm just teaching you who you belong to.” Then he sat back and cradled her foot, looking serious. “You really are mine now?”
She met his eyes and nodded solemnly.
“No more thoughts of escape?”
She shook her head. “Nay… I'm here to stay. With you.”
Ferrum's eyes glittered as he held her gaze, a satisfied smile on his face. “Then I'll be having my way with you now.”
She smiled back. “I thought that's what you were doing.”
He shook his head. “That was just a warm-up. I meant it when I said I'd spank you all night.”
A thrill of fear and excitement ran through her, because she had imagined he was almost through with his deliberate torture of her sensitive parts. He used her legs to spin her around on her back so her head faced him and then he shed his clothes and crawled over her to put his cock into her mouth. He had the control in this position, and he moved in and out of her as he pleased, using her mouth as he might have used her sex, thrusting deeply so that she had to relax her throat not to gag. She used one hand to massage his balls and the other to grip the base of his cock, closing her lips firmly. He pulled out before he came, and he spilled his seed on her breasts. She smiled and rubbed it over her sensitive nipples until he knocked her hands away. “Mine,” he insisted and pinched them.
“Aye, Ferrum—yours,” she gasped, arching into his hands.
“Go and fetch my sword belt,” he said.
Her belly flipped. She peered at him, but was reassured again that he didn't appear angry. For the briefest of moments she considered arguing, but that would ruin the pleasure of wanton submission she was feeling. Because Ferrum's measured infliction of both pain and pleasure had left her reveling in the feeling of being completely owned, completely possessed. For the first time in her life, someone wanted her—all of her, not just what she offered when she flipped up her skirts and bent over behind the tavern.
She obeyed him, her palms already beginning to sweat at the thought of the pain he could mete out with his belt. When she brought it to him, he pulled her down into his lap and looked into her eyes, burning a hole into her soul with the intensity of his gaze. He lifted her head to his and possessed her mouth roughly, his lips covering hers with a bruising contact, his tongue thrusting aggressively into her mouth. She made a little mewling sound and clung to his shoulders, until he pulled abruptly away, and she gave a soft sigh. He stroked her cheek with his thumb. “You are so beautiful,” he said.
She lay back, weak-limbed in his arms and stared up at her fierce knight. “So are you,” she murmured.
He seemed disturbed by that and abruptly flipped her over. She held her breath and did not wait long for the first crack of his worn leather belt. The intense sting was almost welcome in the state she was in—her perception of pain and pleasure already so blurred from their previous activities. She also welcomed it as the chance to clear the slate with Ferrum—to pay her dues, as it were, for hurting him. He brought the belt down again and again, and she hissed and whimpered under its burn.
“Mine. Mine. Mine.” Ferrum said with each stroke, while she gasped and flinched. He strapped up her bottom and back down and then caught her on the back of the legs. She pressed her knuckles into her mouth to keep from screaming. He struck her there again, and she panicked, struggling uselessly against his firm hold. “It hurts a fair bit more on the backs of your legs, doesn't it?” Ferrum asked musingly.
“Ferrum,” she choked. “You're spanking so hard.”
“I know, little flower,” he said tenderly, stroking up and down the long curve of her back with his huge palm. “I plan to spank you to tears tonight.” He began to strap her again with the belt, so hard she knew she'd have difficulty sitting the next day.
Knowing he desired her tears—that he needed this—helped her let go of any push to be strong. She welcomed each welting bite of his belt until she broke down and wept, releasing her guilt and responsibility with her sobs. He lifted her and carried her to the bedding, tucking the woolen blanket around her, lying down next to her. His hand rubbed her blistered bottom, and he murmured comforting words in her ear. And though she could not seem to attend to their meaning, she felt the tenderness in them. She pressed her face into his chest and cried until there were no more tears to be cried, feeling loved and cared for. Feeling as if she were exactly where she belonged—in the safety and comfort of Ferrum's strong arms, cleansed of her sins, knowing the strength of his passion for her.
 


Chapter Seven
 
 
Holding and comforting Dani that night, Ferrum felt guilty he'd pushed her so hard, though it had been his intention to spank her to tears. But the following morning she was as happy and chirpy as a little bird, seemingly cleansed of it, and she stayed close by his side all day, as if she craved his nearness and touch. That night she even perched on his knee in front of all the men, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing his scarred ear. She leaned the side of her head against his and stared into the fire, and he felt her mood subtly shift to a quiet listening. He had come to recognize when she was visited by the Sight.
“Your home is in danger,” she said gravely.
“My home?”
“Aye, the place where you and Prince Phillip were raised. King Benton is there. Or will be there.”
Umbria. They were headed there already, but this was bad news. He stood up, regretfully sliding his beautiful wife off his lap, to tell Phillip.
“We'll leave before first light at full speed,” Phillip ordered.
He nodded and walked the camp, ordering the men to pack and ready the camp for a quick departure in the morning. They rode out before dawn and stopped only when it was clear the horses needed rest. When they reached the crest of the hilltop overlooking Umbria, Phillip cursed. A battle was underway, with hundreds of soldiers swarming outside the castle walls. “May the devil take Benton!” Phillip hissed. The curtain wall had already been breached, and the soldiers were pouring into the bailey.
Ferrum pulled his horse quickly to the edge of the woods, making a sharp gesture for Dani to follow. “You stay here and wait for me. Don't leave unless you've been seen and must flee. If that happens, go back to the place we rested the horses last. Understand?”
“Aye. Godspeed, Ferrum,” she choked. He shook his head. “No fears for me, little flower. I'll be back for you,” he promised.
Phillip was already making a keening war cry, and he spun his destrier to join the men, kicking him into a gallop as they charged down the hill. They took Benton's soldiers by surprise, dividing their focus between their men and Umbria's, who were shooting arrows from the castle towers. It was not long before they'd cut down most of the forces still outside the walls and routed them inside where the greater battle was being waged.
They plunged inside, Phillip at the lead. There was mass confusion within—it was hard to tell which soldiers were Benton's and which were Umbria's. Ferrum rode his horse in as far as possible, cutting down men only when he was sure they were Benton's. It seemed at first the Duke's men were fighting against them, but then William, their foster brother and the Duke's natural son saw him from across the Great Hall. He lifted his sword in fierce greeting.
“The Red Fox has arrived!” William roared. A shout of approval went up from the Umbrian men, their battle cries growing fiercer with triumph. That seemed to clear up some of the confusion, and they began to press forward with the battle in the courtyard.
“Benton!” Phillip bellowed, turning his destrier in a circle. “Show your face to me!”
Ferrum fought his way forward and caught glimpses of the Duke, his beloved foster father. He saw some of the King's soldiers breaching the castle doors, and he kicked his horse forward, riding it inside with the surge of invaders. He struck down men with a sword in one hand and an ax in the other, aiming for the kill with every swing. It was a rhythm—a zone. Time slowed, all moves were perfectly precise. The truth was, he loved battle—it was what he was born and raised for.
“Retreat!” The call came from the courtyard, and he swung his horse around, assuming Benton was out there and not wanting him to escape. But another surge of Benton's men surrounded him—soldiers who had heard the call for retreat and were trying to exit now. He worked steadily, blocking their blows and swinging his own, taking them down, one by one. By the time he'd cleared the Great Hall of Benton's men, the battle was over. He paused and looked over the hall. It was ruined with blood and bodies and small fires. He had a fleeting thought that if the Duchess had not died years ago, she would have probably died from the sight of the horses and the carnage in her Great Hall.
He led the horse out and dismounted, looking for Phillip.
“He got away,” Phillip said bitterly when he found him.
“Ferrum! Phillip!” William cried. They followed the sound of his voice and found him crouching over the blood-soaked Duke.
“No,” he choked.
“Help me to carry him,” William said tersely, and Ferrum picked his father up gently, careful not to jostle him. They carried him to his chamber and laid him out on the bed. They removed his leather breastplate and his helmet, and then their own iron helmets to kneel beside him. “My sons… my three sons… one by blood, and two by heart… keep fighting for Briton…” he murmured. His eyes flicked wildly for a moment, his limbs twitched, and then he was gone.
“No,” Phillip said in a choked voice. “NO!”
Ferrum stood and walked to his brothers, pulling them both up by their arms and tugging them in for a simultaneous embrace. The three men stood in solidarity of grief and love.
“This is the way he'd have wanted to go,” William said, with tears in his eyes. “He's raised us our whole lives for this fight.”
They nodded in solemn agreement.
“Benton?”
Phillip shook his head regretfully. “He can't be found.”
William's face clouded. “Mayhap we can beat him back to Camelot.”
“Aye,” Phillip said heavily. He looked at Ferrum. “Will you fetch Danewyn?”
Ferrum headed downstairs, giving post-battle orders as he made his way through the disaster. The castle gates were still standing open, and when he stepped out, he saw Dani approaching. She ran to him when she saw him.
“I told you to stay where you were until I came for you,” he barked before she'd reached him.
She stopped short and took one step backward, looking wary. He had her trained well enough to expect a spanking when she disobeyed.
“Nay, come here, flower,” he said and held open his arms. She ran into them and pressed herself against him.
“You're not hurt?”
He pulled away and looked at her quizzically. “Did you think I was?”
She shook her head quickly. “No, sir. I saw the battle had been won, that's why I left before you came for me.”
She reached up and touched his face. “What is it?”
He shook his head, grief threatening to bubble up and spill out of him. “The Duke is dead,” he told her heavily.
“I'm sorry,” she said softly. “I'm so sorry.”
He nodded, unable to speak and held her body against his, drinking in the comfort she offered. After a moment, he pulled away and led her inside. “Phillip needs you,” he said, stepping over bodies as they made their way in. Dani's face had gone pale at the sight of the gore, but he felt her stiffen her back, showing that unique female resiliency with which she continued to stun him.
Phillip was in the Great Hall, giving orders alongside William. When he saw them, he beckoned them into the strategy room. William joined them, and Ferrum introduced Dani as his wife and the Prince's Royal Seer. Dani blushed prettily and curtsied. Phillip began his questions immediately.
“Where is Benton?”
“Riding… back to Camelot,” she answered faintly, her eyes unfocused.
“Can we beat him there?”
She paused, then shook her head.
“Can we beat him at Camelot?”
She shook her head again. “Outnumbered,” she murmured.
“We're outnumbered?” Phillip demanded. He was growing agitated.
She held up her hand as if to ward off further questions, and she closed her eyes. He watched them move from side to side beneath the lids. When they flickered open they held fear. “You will die. All of your men and you.” She rubbed her arms, and he guessed the hair was standing up there.
“I will die if I go to Camelot?” Phillip asked sharply.
She was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, her voice was tight. “He will hunt you down and kill you, no matter where you go. He will not stop until you are dead.”
“How will I take the throne, Dani?” Phillip asked quietly.
She met his eye squarely and shook her head. “You will die,” she said with a look of horror. “All of you.” She turned her eyes on him, and the grief he saw there sent a chill through his body.
“But you said differently before.”
“Futures change,” she said hoarsely.
The room was deathly quiet as they all stared at each other in dismay.
 
* * *
 
Dani couldn't sleep at all that night. She kept seeing the vision she'd seen when the prince had questioned her. All his men dead. Ferrum, dead. She spent the next several days in a daze, and the men went about making reparations to the castle walls and gates, burning their dead and restoring the castle from the wreckage.
On the fourth morning, she heard Ferrum get up in the early morning, whispering he had to attend to things. She still felt exhausted. She closed her eyes and tried to find the sleep that had been eluding her. Instead, she had a new vision of a future changed.
She got up, dressed, and found the Prince in the Great Hall. “May I have a word with you? In private?” She stood at the prince's side, her heart pounding at what she was planning.
He looked at her curiously. “Aye.” He led her into a small room with a round table and chairs—the strategy room, if she guessed right.
“I had a dream this morning—but it was not a dream.” The prince merely nodded, and she was grateful he didn't require an explanation she could not provide. “I saw myself admitted to Camelot, to, ah… pleasure the king.”
The prince raised his eyebrows.
“I had a needle hidden in my braid, and I pricked him with it.”
“And then what happened?”
“I don't know,” she admitted. “That's all I saw. My sense was there was some kind of poison on the needle, though I know not what.”
The prince nodded slowly and was quiet for a long moment. “I know of a poison that could kill with even such a tiny dose,” he said at last. He looked at her, conflict flickering on his face. Finally he sighed, as if defeated. “Ferrum will not allow it.”
She felt a stab of anxiety. She had to do this—it was the only way to save Ferrum. “But you are the prince.”
He hesitated again, then shook his head sadly. “I won't go around him.”
“Won't go around him for what?” Ferrum asked in a dangerous voice.
She jumped and turned around in dismay, cursing his ability to move so stealthily he'd entered undetected. His expression was stormy.
She found she couldn't speak. She looked to the prince, who hesitated, looking back at her. He clearly didn't want to speak it either.
“Ferrum won't allow what?”
Her mouth was dry, and she still couldn't speak. He was going to see this as another betrayal. And what's more, he would stop her from doing what she'd seen she must do.
“Danewyn has been shown a way to defeat Benton and win the throne,” the prince said carefully.
Ferrum looked from one to the other suspiciously. “What is it?”
The prince hesitated and looked at her. She drew in a deep breath. “I saw myself killing him.”
Ferrum's eyes narrowed. “How?”
“With poison on a needle that I hid in my hair.”
Ferrum stared at her, comprehension turning his face even stonier, if that were possible. “How did you get near him?” he asked, though he looked as though he'd already guessed it.
She swallowed. “I was allowed into Camelot as a…”
Ferrum nodded grimly. “I see.” He looked from one to the other of them and then turned on his heel and strode out of the chamber. She stood up to follow, but the prince grabbed her elbow.
“Nay. If he leaves, it means he's too angry to speak. Let him go.”
“I have to do this,” she said, desperation creeping into her voice.
The prince nodded. “Aye.”
She looked at him, surprised he'd agreed. “So you will help me?”
He nodded slowly. “I will try to help with Ferrum.”
She blew her breath out in exasperation. “And if Ferrum will not agree?” she demanded, knowing full well he would not. “You both will die! I have seen it.”
The prince nodded slowly. “Aye. But I would rather face death than betray my brother.”
“I would rather have him alive and betrayed then dead!” she snapped.
The prince held up a placating hand and nodded. “We'll work on Ferrum—when he has cooled down. Let him burn it off for a while, then we'll try again.”
She watched Ferrum from the castle window. He spent the entire day working on repairing the stone wall. By late afternoon, the prince sent for her. “Go and talk to him now.”
She nodded silently and set off for the castle wall with grim determination.
Ferrum had his shirt off, his huge muscles rippling as he moved the big rocks. She knew he felt her approach, but he ignored her.
“Ferrum.”
He did not stop or acknowledge her in any way.
“Ferrum!” she shouted.
He continued moving the rocks.
“Will you stop? Look at me! I haven't even done it, yet,” she pleaded. “You can't be angry with me for talking about doing something.”
“Talking with Phillip. Not me,” he gritted, still working.
The knot in her belly tightened with guilt. He was right—it was a betrayal in itself. “I'm sorry for that.”
“You wanted to do it—behind my back.”
“Aye, because I knew you wouldn't hear of it.”
He stopped his work and whirled on her. “And you wonder why I'm angry?” he snarled.
She pushed on, despite his fury. “But it must be done, Ferrum,” she said. “And I will do it—with or without your permission.”
“You will not!” he thundered.
Her body went weak with instinctive submission, and she stumbled back from him, blinking back the tears springing into her eyes. “Ferrum, I did not give my heart to you—nay, my life to you—just to watch you die.” Her voice cracked on the last words as she stood there, begging with her eyes that he understand, that he allow her to do what must be done.
He must have seen her desperation, because his face softened, slowly. He sat down on a large stone and considered her. She took a step forward, then stopped, unsure, until he lifted his head and opened his arms to her. She ran into them with a sob in her throat, burying her fingers in his hair, clutching his huge head to her chest.
“You love me,” he said, as if reassuring himself.
“Aye, Ferrum. You are everything to me.” The scarred side of his face was angled out, and she rubbed her palm up and down it. He pulled away abruptly, but she followed, aggressively maintaining her hand on it.
“Mine.”
He looked up at her, startled, and she saw an intense neediness in his eyes. She pulled his face against her breasts, blinking tears. He squeezed her tightly for a long time, saying nothing more.
After a while she asked, “Will you let me go, Ferrum?”
He was quiet for so long she thought he wasn't going to answer, but at last, he spoke. “Aye,” he said heavily. “I must.”
She pulled away to look at him with relief. “Truly? You will allow it?”
He looked sad. “If you were shown it, it must be the answer. I trust in your gift, Dani.”
“Though not in me,” she said sadly. “Are you still angry?”
He nodded slowly. “A bit. I'm going to punish you, little flower.”
Her insides dropped at the same time her sex contracted.
“Do you want it now or after supper?”
Fear was already starting to course through her—she remembered the harshness of the punishment he'd given her for running away, and she had a feeling this one might be as severe. She chewed her lip. “Now,” she managed to say.
 
* * *
 
He felt Dani's hand trembling in his as they walked back to the castle. He gave it a squeeze. When he'd said he was going to punish her, he'd expected her to protest, or to appeal to him sexually, but she was completely submissive. Like the pages, who knew when a 'no' had wiggle-room and when it was firm, she seemed to have a perfect sense for when he really meant a punishment and when he was just putting her in her place. Her submission helped him to feel stronger about letting her go to Camelot.
But he hated it. Her life would be in horrible danger, for one thing. For another—ugh—the idea of her giving herself to another man made him want to tear a tree out by its roots. But Phillip believed in her ability as a Seer, and she had never failed them with her Sight. So he must believe that if she was given this vision, it was for the good of Briton.
In their chamber he took off his sword belt and dropped the scabbards from it before he sat upon the bed. “Come here.”
She came and stood between his legs. He looked up at her seriously. “You promised me you wouldn't let another man touch you.”
“I know but—”
He held up his hand. “You don't make decisions without me, Dani.”
“Yes, sir,” she answered remorsefully.
“And don't ever try to go around me like that again.”
“I'm sorry, Ferrum.”
He tugged on her skirt. “Take this off.”
Again, she obeyed without any resistance, removing her outer dress and the shift as well. His breath caught in his throat with a painful sort of squeezing. She was so exquisitely beautiful. And he did not want King Benton to see what he was admiring. He swallowed.
When she returned to stand before him once more, her eyes did not quite meet his, hovering somewhere on his chin before flicking to the belt he'd laid beside him on the bed. He did not prolong her discomfort, pulling her down across his lap with her torso resting on the bed. Her body felt chilled to him, but he imagined she'd be sweating soon, so he didn't offer her a cover. He began spanking with his hand—he wanted to be sure there was no anger left in him before he picked up the belt. Already most of his ire had drained away just watching her humility as she'd undressed and submitted for her spanking.
He loved her. He felt it so strongly, even as he spanked away, turning her pale skin to pink and then red. The way she'd held his scarred face and called it hers had un-dammed some part of him. All his emotions were swirling now—the state of grace at being loved by someone, his fears and jealousy around her mission, and the remaining hurt that she had meant to betray him—to go behind his back and offer her body up to the King. The grief over the Duke's death was still there too.
Dani was weeping, and though she'd taken the initial stage of the spanking well, she was starting to wriggle around so that he needed to scissor her legs between his to keep her from kicking. He paused and rubbed her flaming bottom. With his other hand he stroked her back and found, as he'd suspected, a sheen of sweat was forming. He picked up the belt and doubled it, bringing it smartly down across the middle of her reddened cheeks. She screamed into the blankets. He continued to strap her, and she thrashed around frantically, reaching back with her hand and trying to buck off him. It seemed more panic than disobedience, and he was torn between giving her a break and hurrying to get it over with. He opted for a break and pulled her up to stand in front of him, cupping and rubbing her hot bottom. She was crying, and she did not meet his eyes, staring fixedly at his tunic instead.
He stroked her thigh. “You're taking your punishment well, Dani,” he soothed her. “Go and stand in the corner for a rest.”
She met his eye then. “Stand in the corner?” she asked incredulously through her tears.
All he had to do was raise his eyebrows, and she dropped her chin and went promptly to the corner. She rubbed her bottom and leaned her forehead against the wall, her shoulders hunching as she cried. It pained him to see her that way—he wished he'd just finished it. He gave her a few moments before he called her back, and the fear in her face as she approached was pure agony. He stroked her thigh again. “It's almost over.”
She nodded tearfully, and he pulled her back across his lap and picked up the belt. He strapped down her bottom and back up again, watching as the welts rose. He gave her another ten to make it memorable and then tossed the belt on the ground. “I'm finished,” he said and lifted her off his lap and into his arms, walking around the other side to pull back the covers and lay her down. Then he pulled off his boots and laid next to her, taking her into his arms and stroking her back and her hair. “I love you, little flower,” he said.
“Oh, Ferrum,” she sobbed into his chest.
“Dani, my love. My little flower.”
He held her until she fell asleep and then slipped out to let Phillip know he had agreed to the poisoned needle plan. He brought supper back to their room and woke her, feeding her in bed, before he curled his body around hers and held her as she fell back to sleep.
 
* * *
 
Phillip left most of his troops in Umbria to defend it, riding out with only twenty men. It would be easier to blend in that way, and stealth was of the utmost importance. They camped on the outskirts of Camelot, safely hidden in the forest. She changed into a fine green silk gown Phillip had found for her in Umbria, and she'd made a wreath of honeysuckle for her hair.
Ferrum had sharpened two bone needles to the finest points, and Phillip's page Edwin dipped them in poison. Ferrum tried to hide them in her braid, but his fingers were too large. “Let me,” she said, holding out her hand. “'Tis better I do it so I know how they lie and which end to grasp.” She tucked them into her hair.
Ferrum wouldn't look at her—he'd been quiet for the entire journey.
“We'll send Edwin as your escort,” Phillip said. “They won't be threatened by him because he's just a boy, but Ferrum's trained him his whole life. He's as lethal as any of my men.”
She looked at Edwin, and he lifted his chest, looking quite honored at being her protector.
“How do you suppose you'll get in?” Phillip asked.
She pressed her lips together. “I'm not sure. I imagine I just go knock on the gates and offer my services.”
“Not to anyone but the king!” Ferrum snarled, taking everyone aback.
She flushed. Did he think whores get to pick and choose their customers? “I'll do my best,” she muttered. Edwin looked at her sympathetically.
“Well, I supposed this is it,” she said nervously, looking at Ferrum, who was still avoiding her eyes.
“Fare thee well,” the prince said, clasping both her hands in his own. He did the same to Edwin. She turned to Ferrum, who cupped her head in his hands with an intensity bordering on violence. “Be. Careful.”
“I will,” she assured him. “I promise.”
He nodded grimly. “We'll be right here, waiting for you. If it seems like there's going to be trouble, just leave. Better you get away alive than complete your mission.”
She nodded and kissed his hands. “I'll be back soon.”
She was wondering what exactly she would say when they got to the gates, but Edwin surprised her by taking charge. “I've brought my sister here, to entertain the king,” he said, raising his eyebrows conspiratorially.
The guards chuckled. “That so? She doesn't look much like your sister.”
Edwin smirked. “We're not blooded. All the better for me, if you know what I mean.”
She had to hide her shock—she'd had no idea the polite young page could talk like a tavern boy.
The guards opened the gate. “Go on in and ask for Sir Andrew. He'll tell you if the king wants entertaining or not.”
“Thank you,” Edwin said and gestured cockily for her to precede him.
They found Sir Andrew easily enough, and he did seem interested. He fingered her braid like she was a horse for sale, twirling it around his fingers and bringing the tail of it up to tickle his cheek. “I'll have to test the wares first,” he said to Edwin.
To Edwin's credit he did not show any discomfort with the suggestion at all. “Of course, my lord. But if you don't mind the request, I'd prefer if it were only you. She gets tired easily, and I don't want her to lose her stamina for the king.” He gave a bawdy wink and once again, she found herself surprised at this hidden layer to the young page.
“Right, right, I understand. And what do you charge?”
They haggled over price a bit, with Edwin emphasizing her beauty and skills. She was shocked at the amount he was able to charge for her—if she'd had a handler like him in London, she'd have been rich.
Sir Andrew was easy to service—she sucked his cock and was done with it. Then he left her in an empty chamber and told her to wait. She waited for a long time and then began to grow nervous. She opened the door and was relieved to see Edwin was stationed right outside it. “All right, my lady?”
She smiled—she was not accustomed to being called a lady. “Everything's fine. Do you wish to come in here and wait with me?”
He shrugged. “Do you wish it?”
She nodded and held open the door. Edwin came in and sat on the floor in a subservient position. She sat on the edge of the bed.
“I'm sorry I didn't help you that night in the prince's tent,” Edwin offered.
She smiled at his sweetness. “Nay, Edwin, you did right. You trusted your master, and he had a good reason for his actions—at least he thought so,” she said wryly. Edwin grinned at her.
“Ferrum loves you… fiercely,” he said.
She smiled. It relieved her somewhat to discuss Ferrum here. “Ferrum does most everything fiercely.”
Edwin's grin stretched into the bawdy smile she'd seen with the guards. “So I hear,” he said, and she almost giggled.
They spent the evening in the room together, waiting, growing hungry, and trying not to grow anxious. At last the door opened, and a guard shouted, “Comes the king!” as a short, portly man entered. There was no doubt, with the way he carried himself, that he was the king. She and Edwin leaped to their feet, and she curtsied deeply while Edwin bowed.
“Wait outside,” he dismissed Edwin with a wave of his hand.
Her heart was pounding, but she pasted on a lascivious smile.
“Unwind your hair,” he commanded, and she stopped breathing, even as her fingers went to the thread holding the braid to unwind it. Shite. What was she going to do? She unbraided it slowly, attempting to look seductive as her mind whirled. She would stick the needles into her dress—nay, her clothes would surely come off. Into the bedding, then. She went to the bed and crawled on it with what she hoped looked like an invitation, praying he wouldn't be angry she had moved without being bidden. She finished unwinding the braid and held the two needles carefully in one hand, which she let stroke down the length of her hair and then drop to the bed, where she plunged them into the bedding. Then she began to untie her bodice, giving the King her best bedroom eyes.
He watched her, arrogance twisting his lips into a sneering smile. “Nay, you'll start on your knees, whore,” he said. She obeyed, getting off the bed and kneeling before him, freeing his cock from his leggings and taking it into her mouth. She prayed he would want more than this, because the needles were in the bed, nowhere near her grasp now. She brought him right to the point of climax and then released his cock from her mouth, crawling up on the bed and looking over her shoulder playfully and waiting with held breath. Please let him follow.
He slapped her ass, but to her relief, followed her up onto the bed. Unfortunately, he caught her hips while she was still crawling, and entered her from behind. She could reach the needles, but with him behind her, there was no way she would be able to poke him. She reached for a needle, just in case—she could always stick it back into the mattress if need be. She gave him no encouragement in this position—just held still while he drove into her, hoping he would lose interest and require a different position. It seemed to work, and after a while, he grunted and pulled out. She immediately dropped to her side and rolled to her back, parting her legs and arching for him.
He made a disgusting growling sort of noise and entered her in this position. This time she used every trick she knew to bring him to climax—arched, rubbed, moaned and rolled her eyes. It worked—he started gyrating faster, and when he came, she reached up to twine her arms around his beefy neck, stabbing the needle into it and then immediately pulling it out.
It was done.
 
* * *
 
Ferrum had worn a path with his pacing. They'd been gone for hours. The rest of the party had laid down on their bedrolls, but there was no way he could sleep until she came back. He paced through the night, and at first light, he stood at the woods' edge, watching the road from Camelot. An hour later they appeared. The relief was overwhelming—he took a deep breath for the first time in hours. He gave a low whistle to let the rest of the party know, and started walking down to meet them. Dani ran into his arms, and he kissed her face, her lips, her head. “Thank God. Are you all right?”
“Aye, it's done,” she said, breathless from running to him. “I stabbed him with the needle and he went off to his chamber, hopefully to sleep forevermore once the poison does its work. It took us awhile to collect payment and Edwin insisted we would look suspicious if we left without it.  I was afraid they'd make us stay the night, but we got out at last.”
              He nodded approvingly at Edwin, whose face was alight from the excitement of his first mission.  Pulling Dani closely against his side, he led her back to their makeshift camp, where Phillip stood waiting. 
Phillip took one look at her and smiled. “You've done it,” he said triumphantly.
She grinned back. “Aye, my lord.”
“What now, my lord?” Edwin asked, jogging up behind them.
“Now we wait until we receive word he's dead. After that…” Phillip rubbed his red beard. “We'll return to Umbria for the troops and beat down their gate.”
“Nay, my lord,” Dani said boldly, then shrank against Ferrum’s side, surely realizing it was not proper to contradict the prince. She stammered. “Forgive me, it's just that I had another dream that was not a dream.”
Phillip eyes lit up. “What was it, Lady Danewyn?” he asked, smiling at the way she blushed to be called 'Lady'.
“You simply walked through the gates, and Sir Ferrum shouted 'bow down to the rightful king, the Red Fox has returned.' They all bowed down and accepted you.”
Phillip considered that. “Is this the day I take the throne, Dani?” he asked.
Her entire body shuddered with the answer. “This is the day,” she said breathlessly.
He picked up her hand and kissed it. “You were as brave as my bravest of knights last night. You risked your life for Briton, and she owes her freedom to you. You will always be the most honored of ladies in my castle.” He turned to Edwin without waiting for the flustered Dani to answer. “And you, lad, will be the youngest squire ever to serve the king.”
Edwin's eyes grew round. “Verily, my lord? Squire at age 12?” He dropped to one knee and bowed his head. “Thank you, my lord.”
Dani had recovered, and she curtsied her thanks as well.
Edwin stood and turned to Ferrum. “There were two men she had to service, but it couldn't be helped,” he announced. “And it was only sucking cock with Sir Andrew.”
Phillip cleared his throat to shut Edwin up. Bile rose in Ferrum’s mouth, and he felt Dani's body stiffen by his side. He pulled away to look into her anxious face. It may make him ill to think about, but she wasn't to blame. “It's all right,” he said firmly. “It was unreasonable of me to make demands when you were risking your neck for us all. I apologize.”
She blinked rapidly at him and took a large gulp of breath. He cupped her head in his hands and spoke softly. “Are you really all right? Are you hurt in any way, Dani?”
She shook her head.
“Do you need anything?”
“Just you,” she whispered, her lips trembling.
His cock went hard. He picked her up under the armpits like a child, lifting her to wrap her legs around his waist. “We'll be back in a little bit,” he said, turning to walk away.
“Ack, Ferrum!” Phillip called out, sounding exasperated.
“Aye, my lord?” He turned around and craned his neck to see around Dani's body.
“Never mind,” Phillip said, waving his hand in disgust. “Enjoy yourselves. Try not to wake all of Camelot, would you?”
He snorted and carried his woman into the woods, looking for a suitable place to claim her. There was nothing but trees—no fallen logs or boulders to perch upon. Growing impatient, he simply pressed her back against a tree, cushioning her with his arms. She freed his erection and guided him in, and he drove into her with such force that the tree shook and cracked a bit every time he slammed into her. The need to take her, to mark her as his own, to possess her in every way possible was overwhelming. He knew he was acting like a beast but he could not stop himself. He pounded into her, flesh slapping flesh, and when he was ready to climax, he removed one of his arms from behind her to pinch her nipple hard. She cried out, bucking and shuddering her own release.
He lowered her but kept hold of her torso, guessing her legs would be wobbly. Leaning forward, he began the seduction he had skipped, kissing up her neck. He brought his lips to brush her ear, finding her earlobe, which he pulled into his mouth and sucked. “My love,” he murmured when he released it.
“Ferrum,” she breathed.
He loved it when she spoke his name. She lifted her lips to his, and he claimed her mouth, attacking it with his, plunging his tongue into her mouth and sucking at her lips with aggressive possessiveness. And still, he needed more. He leaned her forward over his left arm and started spanking her with his full strength, hand meeting the flesh still bared from their coupling.
“Ferrum!” she cried out, alarmed.
“I'm not angry with you,” he soothed as he rapidly smacked away. “Not even a little bit.” He continued to spank her. “I just need this right now.”
She made a noise somewhere between a gasp and a cry and clutched at the arm supporting her. Her silvery blond hair was loose, falling over her face, swaying with each blow. He couldn't say why he needed this—except it was the same reason he'd needed to claim her a moment before. He wanted to feel she was wholly his. He watched as her beautiful bottom turned from creamy white to pink and then red. It was deeply satisfying to see his marks on her—to know she accepted them without quarrel, that she submitted to his hand this way. With each resounding slap, he felt all the anguish that had built in him overnight completely release. When her lovely curves turned a deep shade of red, he stopped himself abruptly and pulled her up to look at him, suddenly worried she would be upset. She was panting and her face was flushed, but she met his eye and held it. There were no tears.
He smiled slowly. “That's my girl,” he said lovingly, stroking the heated flesh with his equally hot hand.
She smiled back—a womanly, knowing smile. “Aye, Ferrum.” She took his hand in the two of hers and brought it to her lips to kiss. “I have something to tell you.”
“What is it?”
“I saw something else—in our future.” Her eyes were dancing, and there was a happy glow to her.
He cupped her face tenderly. “Tell me.”
“A baby. And I survived it. We were on a beautiful bed in a chamber, playing with our baby boy. He looked just like you.” She smiled at him with the serenity of an angel.
His eyes swam with tears, and the earth swayed under his feet. When it righted, Dani was clutching his arm, looking worried. “Ferrum?”
He dropped to his knees and kissed her hands, then her belly. “Praise God and all things holy,” he murmured.
She giggled. “I'm not pregnant yet, you silly man.”
“I know. I'm just so happy.” His eyes teared up again. Every time he'd lain with her since her miscarriage, he'd feared losing her as a result of another pregnancy. They still hadn't obtained the penny royal she required. To know that danger was no longer a concern was a gift; to learn of a child was overwhelming joy. He stood and picked her up as if she were the most delicate flower in danger of being crushed. She looped her arms around his neck and tilted her head back for a kiss. He obliged, sealing his lips to hers reverentially in a solemn pledge of his undying love for her and their future child.
“I love you, little flower.”
She rubbed the scarred side of his face, and it filled him with warmth. “I am yours, Ferrum. Yours, alone.”
 
 
The End
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