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Chapter 1: The Irish Sea of Death

	 

	The deck of the Irish cog groaned under the weight of iron and death. Blood sprayed across Octavia Bailey's face, hot and metallic, as the first of her guards fell. She did not scream. She reached down, her fingers slick with gore, and wrenched a heavy broadsword from the dying grasp of Arthur Wallace. The weight of the weapon nearly pulled her shoulder from its socket, but she braced her feet against the tilting wood. The dragon - headed prow of the Saxon longship had smashed into their flank like the fist of an angry god, and now the air was thick with the scent of woodsmoke and slaughter.

"Back! Stay back!" Octavia spat the words, her voice a low snarl that betrayed none of the terror hammering against her ribs.

The Saxon raiders paused, their axes dripping. They were giants of men, faces smeared with soot and sea salt, but they parted as a shadow fell over the deck. Noah St. Claire did not climb over the railing; he reclaimed it. He was a wall of muscle and scarred leather, draped in the heavy, dark furs of a timber wolf. His hair was a wild mane, damp with the spray of the Irish Sea, and his eyes burned with a primal hunger that had nothing to do with the silver chests in the hold.

"A princess with a blade," Noah rumbled. His voice was a low, vibrating chord that Octavia felt in the very marrow of her bones. "A rare sight in these waters."

"I am no princess to you, barbarian," Octavia said, her knuckles white as she leveled the sword at his massive chest. "I am the bride of Sebastian Freeman, and if you touch me, he will see your head on a pike."

Noah laughed, a dark, jagged sound that sent a shiver of heat down her spine despite the cold. He stepped forward, ignoring the point of her steel. "Sebastian Freeman is a weakling who hides behind stone walls. I am the King of the Saxons, and I do not take orders from men who trade their women for peace."

He moved with a speed that defied his size. Before Octavia could swing, his hand shot out, his fingers locking around her wrist like a shackle of warm iron. He twisted, and the sword clattered to the deck. With a sharp tug, he hauled her flush against the hard planes of his body. Octavia gasped, her breasts crushed against the rugged leather of his cuirass. He smelled of salt, musk, and the raw, cold scent of the ocean.

"Let me go!" she cried, struggling against the immovable strength of his arms.

"You are a prize, Octavia Bailey," Noah whispered against the shell of her ear, his breath hot and dominant. "And I have never been a man to leave my treasures behind."

He swept her off her feet, slinging her over his broad shoulder as if she weighed no more than a pelt. Octavia hammered her fists against his back, but it was like striking a mountain. He carried her across the bridge of splintered wood back to his longship. The Saxon warriors cheered, banging their shields as their king claimed his bounty. Among them, Javon Davis and Felix Garcia laughed, their eyes bright with the thrill of the raid.

The journey to Highclere was a blur of crashing waves and the terrifying presence of the man who held her captive. When they finally reached the rugged stronghold, the massive timber gates swung open to reveal a fortress built on raw dominance. Inside the great hall, the hearths roared with a fierce heat, and the stone floors were covered in the thick skins of wolves and bears.

Noah dropped her onto her feet in the center of the hall. Octavia stumbled, her hair wild and her dress torn, but she held her head high as she looked around the den of her enemy. A woman stepped forward from the shadows of the pillars. Lizzo Ravenscroft was tall and sharp - eyed, dressed in furs that spoke of a life earned through grit.

"So, this is the Irish girl," Lizzo said, her voice sounding like dry leaves. She looked Octavia up and down with a knowing smirk. "You have a fire in you, little royal. You will need it if you mean to survive the Saxon King's bed."

"I will not be his anything," Octavia snapped, though her pulse thundered at the mention of the bed.

Noah stepped behind her, his presence a heavy weight that seemed to draw the very air from the room. He placed a large, calloused hand on the nape of her neck, his thumb stroking the sensitive skin there in a gesture of absolute possession. 

"You are no longer a princess of Ireland," Noah declared to the room, his voice echoing off the rafters. "You are the woman of Noah St. Claire. My word is your law. My arms are your cage. And you will learn to love the bars."

Octavia turned her head to glare at him, but the raw, primal intensity in his gaze made her knees weak. He looked at her not as a diplomat or a groom, but as a predator looks at his mate. 

"Sebastian Freeman will come for me," she whispered, her voice trembling.

"Let him come," Noah said, his grip tightening just enough to make her gasp. "He will find only fire and the edge of my sword. You belong to the Saxons now. You belong to me."

He leaned down, his lips brushing against hers in a promise of the carnal battle to come. Octavia felt the spark of a dangerous passion she could not name, a thrumming need that answered his dominance. Highclere was a place of dirt, steel, and fur, and as Noah St. Claire led her toward the private chambers, she realized the Irish Sea had not drowned her. It had delivered her into the hands of a man who would break her spirit only to claim her soul.

	 


Chapter 2: The Dragon on the Horizon

	 

	The heavy oak doors of the Great Hall at Highclere swung open with a violence that shook the stone foundations. Arthur Wallace, his face splattered with fresh mud and a deep gash weeping crimson across his brow, fell to his knees on the dirt floor. He clutched a leather pouch that dripped with thick, dark fluid.

Noah St. Claire did not move from his high seat. He sat with one leg draped over the arm of his throne, his massive frame draped in the silver - tipped furs of a mountain wolf. He was skinning a piece of roasted meat with a dagger that looked like it had tasted more blood than steel. His eyes, cold and sharp as the North Sea, flicked from the messenger to Octavia, who stood defiantly by the roaring hearth.

"Speak, Wallace," Noah commanded. His voice was a low rumble that vibrated through the marrow of Octavia’s bones.

"A gift, my King," Arthur Wallace gasped, dumping the contents of the pouch onto the long table. A heavy gold signet ring clattered against the wood, still attached to a severed finger. "From Sebastian Freeman. He says the woman is his by right of blood, and he will tear Highclere stone from stone to reclaim her."

Octavia felt the air leave her lungs. She recognized the ring - it belonged to her father’s most trusted advisor. Sebastian Freeman was not just coming for her; he was leaving a trail of slaughter in his wake.

Noah stood slowly. He was a mountain of a man, his shoulders so broad they seemed to block out the light of the fire. He walked toward Octavia, the scent of smoke, rain, and raw musk preceding him. He grabbed her chin with a hand calloused by years of war, forcing her to look up into his terrifying, beautiful face.

"Do you hear that, little bird?" Noah growled. "Your master thinks he can take what is mine."

"I am no one’s property," Octavia spat, though her pulse hammered against his thumb.

Noah’s grip tightened, his fingers bruising her soft skin. "You are mine. You breathe because I allow it. You sleep because I guard your door. And you will bleed for me if I demand it."

Lizzo Ravenscroft stepped out from the shadows near the kitchens. She was a woman of hard edges and knowing eyes, her arms covered in tribal ink that disappeared beneath her leather tunic. She looked at the severed finger and then at Octavia with a grim expression.

"The Freeman is a dog," Lizzo said, her voice dry as parchment. "But he has found a wolf to run with. My scouts say Knox Hayes has joined him. They bring a fleet from the south."

Noah let out a sound that was half - laugh, half - snarl. He turned Octavia around, pulling her back against his chest. His heat was stifling, a furnace of primal energy that made her head swim. His large, scarred hand slid down her throat to rest over the rapid beat of her heart.

"Knox Hayes wants my seat," Noah whispered into her ear, his breath hot and demanding. "And Sebastian Freeman wants your bed. They will both find only the grave."

He spun her back to face him, his eyes burning with a dark, possessive hunger. He didn't care about the politics or the blood feud. He cared only for the woman he had snatched from the sea.

"Strip," Noah ordered.

Octavia blinked, her heart leaping into her throat. "What?"

"The Irish silks you wear are a memory of a life that is dead," Noah said, his voice dropping to a carnal register. "Arthur Wallace, Lizzo Ravenscroft - leave us."

As the hall cleared, the silence became a living thing, heavy with the scent of pine and the raw musk of the man standing before her. Noah reached out, his thick fingers catching the collar of her tunic. With a single, violent jerk, the fabric hissed as it tore.

"I will see the mark of the Saxon on you before the sun sets," he promised, his gaze raking over her with the intensity of a predator claiming his kill. "You will learn that I am the only god you answer to now."

Octavia’s hand flew to her chest, her fingers brushing the cold steel of the small blade she had tucked into her belt. She hated him. She hated his arrogance, his dirt - smeared face, and the way he treated her like a prize of war. Yet, as he loomed over her, a wall of muscle and scars, she felt a treacherous heat pooling in her belly.

"You are a monster," she whispered.

Noah leaned in, his lips inches from hers. "I am your monster, Octavia Bailey. And when Sebastian Freeman comes to claim you, he will have to pry your screaming body from my very arms."

He didn't wait for her to answer. He claimed her mouth in a kiss that tasted of iron and salt, a brutal assertion of dominance that demanded everything and gave no quarter. Highclere was no longer her prison; it was the arena where her soul would either be forged anew or broken entirely.

	 


Chapter 3: Steel Meets Silk

	 

	The life I knew is dead. Octavia watched the heavy timber doors of the inner sanctum slam shut, the sound echoing like a coffin lid being hammered into place. There was no more Ireland. There was no more silk or the quiet safety of her father’s garden. She was a prize of war now, a piece of flesh claimed by a man who looked like he had been forged in the very fires of hell. The anxiety clawed at her throat, a suffocating realization that she could never go back. Even if she fled, the mark of Noah St. Claire was already upon her. She could feel it in the way her skin burned where his fingers had gripped her, a primal brand that warned the world she belonged to the Saxon king. To return home was to return as a ruined woman, a vessel defiled by the enemy. There was no turning back. The Irish Sea was a barrier of salt and bone, and the only path forward lay through the giant who stood before her.

Noah didn't move. He stood with his boots planted wide on the dirt - stained floor, his chest heaving under the weight of his furs. He smelled of woodsmoke, old blood, and the biting chill of the North Sea. His eyes, dark and predatory, never left her face. He reached out, his hand massive and calloused, and gripped the back of her neck. He didn't squeeze, but the sheer weight of his palm was a reminder of the violence he was capable of.

"You look at me as if I am the devil," Noah growled, his voice a low rumble that vibrated through her very bones. "Perhaps I am. But I am the devil who keeps you alive, Octavia. Remember that when you think of your father or the man who was supposed to bed you."

Octavia choked back a sob, her fingers tightening around the small blade hidden in her skirts. "Sebastian Freeman will come for me. He will burn this fortress to the ground to reclaim what is his."

Noah laughed, a harsh, jagged sound. He pulled her closer until her soft breasts were crushed against the hard leather of his brigandine. "Let him come. I will decorate the ramparts with his guts. You are not his property anymore. You are mine. Every inch of this pale, shaking skin belongs to the Saxon."

He forced her head back, exposing the delicate line of her throat. His mouth followed, his teeth grazing the sensitive skin just below her ear. Octavia gasped, her knees turning to water. It was a terrifying, primal sensation - a mixture of absolute fear and a traitorous, pulsing heat that centered deep in her belly. She wanted to strike him, to scream, but her body was reacting to his raw dominance in ways she couldn't control.

"Let her go, Noah. You’ve frightened the poor bird enough for one day."

The voice came from the shadows near the roaring hearth. Octavia turned her head as much as Noah’s grip would allow. A woman stood there, dressed in boiled leather and furs that had seen better winters. Her hair was braided tight against her head, and her eyes held a weary kind of wisdom.

"Lizzo Ravenscroft," Noah muttered, though he did not release his hold on Octavia. "I told you to stay with the wounded."

"The wounded are tended," Lizzo said, stepping into the light. She looked Octavia up and down, her gaze lingering on the Irish royal’s disheveled finery. "So, this is the prize. She looks like a stiff breeze would snap her in two. You’ll have a hard time breaking her, Saxon. She has the look of a woman who would rather bite your tongue out than kiss you."

"She will learn," Noah said, his thumb brushing over Octavia’s jawline. "She will learn to crave the bit."

Lizzo stepped closer, her expression softening just a fraction as she looked at Octavia. "Listen to me, girl. Highclere is a hard place. It does not care for titles or bloodlines. Noah is a brute, yes, but he is a man of his word. If you want to survive the winter, and if you want to survive what is coming from the south, you had best find your spine."

"What is coming?" Octavia whispered.

"Sebastian Freeman," Lizzo answered, her voice grim. "He has made a pact with Knox Hayes. They are gathering men at the border. Knox has wanted this seat for years, and your Sebastian wants his pride restored. They will not just come for you; they will come to slaughter every living soul within these walls."

Noah finally released Octavia, though he stayed close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his massive frame. He turned to Lizzo. "Has Javon Davis returned from the scouting party?"

"Not yet," Lizzo replied. "But Theodore Anderson says the tracks are fresh. They are moving fast. We need to bolster the gates."

Noah cursed, a guttural sound in his native tongue. He turned back to Octavia, his expression hardening. The brief flicker of lust in his eyes was replaced by the cold steel of a warlord. "You will stay with Lizzo. She will show you where you sleep, and she will give you clothes that do not scream of Irish gold. If I find you near the gates, I will chain you to my bed myself. Do you understand?"

Octavia glared at him, her fear finally giving way to a spark of the warrior spirit she had tried so hard to cultivate in her youth. "I am not a dog to be kenneled, Noah St. Claire."

Noah stepped into her space, his height looming over her. He leaned down, his face inches from hers. "In this house, you are whatever I say you are. Now go, before I decide to claim my prize right here on the dirt."

Lizzo took Octavia’s arm, her grip firm but not unkind. "Come, girl. Let him play at being a god. We have work to do."

As Octavia was led away, she looked back over her shoulder. Noah was already shouting orders to Arthur Wallace and Kiara Lovelace, his voice echoing through the hall. He looked like a king among ruins, a man of blood and iron who took what he wanted and held it with a death grip. 

Highclere was a fortress of shadows and furs, a place where the air tasted of salt and the floor was covered in the pelts of wolves. As Lizzo led her deeper into the stone heart of the stronghold, Octavia felt the last lingering threads of her old life snap. She was Octavia Bailey, a woman of the Saxons now, and if she was to survive the fire that Sebastian Freeman and Knox Hayes were bringing to her door, she would have to become as cold and as sharp as the steel Noah carried at his hip.

"He wants you," Lizzo whispered as they reached a heavy wooden door. "He has wanted a queen for a long time, even if he doesn't know how to treat one. Don't let him break you, Octavia. Make him earn you."

Octavia looked at the door, then back toward the hall where Noah’s laughter roared over the sound of clashing blades. Her pulse thundered in her ears. She hated him. She feared him. But as she touched the bruise forming on her arm where he had held her, she knew with terrifying certainty that she would never be satisfied by a lesser man again.

	 


Chapter 4: The Saxon's Iron Grip

	 

	The heavy oak of the door groaned as Octavia pushed her way into the inner sanctum of the beast. The air inside Noah St. Claire’s private solar was thick enough to choke a lesser woman. It was a space that reeked of iron, unwashed leather, and the heavy, intoxicating musk of a hunter who had never known the softening touch of a court. This was not the gilded cage of her father’s palace in Ireland. This was a den of sweat and survival, a place where every shadow seemed to pulse with the raw power of the man who had claimed her as his prize.

Octavia stepped onto the floor, her boots sinking into the thick grey fur of a wolf that had likely met its end at the edge of the very axe leaning against the hearth. The walls were made of rough - hewn stone, damp with the salt of the sea and decorated with shields that bore the scars of a hundred raids. There was no silk here, no fine tapestry to hide the cold reality of Highclere. There was only the heat of the fire and the weight of the man who stood before it.

Noah St. Claire was a mountain of a man, his shoulders so broad they seemed to block out the light of the roaring flames. He was stripped to the waist, his bronzed skin glistening with a light sheen of sweat as he worked a whetstone over the edge of a massive broadsword. The flickering orange glow danced across the jagged scars that mapped his chest - trophies of a life lived in the teeth of the storm. He did not look up as she entered, but she knew he felt her presence. The air between them hummed with a tension that was as sharp as the steel in his hand.

"You look at me as if I am the wolf that killed the rug beneath your feet," Noah said, his voice a low, gravelly vibration that Octavia felt in the marrow of her bones. "Perhaps you are right to do so."

"I look at a thief," Octavia countered, her voice trembling despite her effort to remain cold. She gripped the hilt of the small knife she had hidden in the folds of her tunic, though she knew it was a fool’s errand to think it would save her. "A thief who thinks that because he has high walls and a sharp blade, he can own the blood of Irish kings."

Noah finally looked up, and the intensity of his gaze made her knees weak. His eyes were the color of a winter sky, hard and unforgiving. He dropped the whetstone and stood, Looming over her like a force of nature. He crossed the room in two predatory strides, his bare feet silent on the stone.

"Your kings are far away, Octavia Bailey," he growled, stopping so close that she could feel the radiating heat of his massive body. "And the man you were promised to is a coward who hides behind his gold. Sebastian Freeman does not deserve a woman like you. He would have broken your spirit in a week, used you to fill his coffers and his bed until you were nothing but a ghost."

"And what will you do?" Octavia challenged, tilting her head back to meet his stare. "Keep me as a trophy of your raid? Use me to taunt the men who want your head?"

Noah reached out, his hand calloused and powerful, and gripped her chin. His fingers were like iron, forcing her to look into the depths of his primal hunger. "I will make you the queen of this rock. I will put my mark on you so deeply that even if Sebastian Freeman and Knox Hayes bring ten thousand men to these gates, they will find nothing but the ashes of the woman you used to be."

The mention of the names made Octavia’s heart hammer against her ribs. Lizzo Ravenscroft had warned her that the alliance between the cruel Lord Freeman and the traitorous Knox Hayes was growing. They were out there in the dark, gathering their strength to reclaim what they viewed as their property. But looking at Noah, at the raw, unbridled dominance in his face, she realized she was more afraid of the fire burning in this room than the one coming for the walls.

Noah’s thumb traced the line of her lower lip, a gesture that was both a threat and a promise. "You are mine now, Octavia. Not by blood feud, and not by royal decree. You are mine by right of the sword and the heat in my blood."

He didn't wait for her to answer. He leaned down, his mouth crashing against hers with a primal fury that tasted of salt and woodsmoke. It was a kiss of possession, a claim laid in the middle of a war zone. Octavia let out a muffled gasp, her hands flying up to push against his stone - hard chest, but her fingers betrayed her, curling into the thick furs draped over his shoulders. 

The world outside Highclere - the impending siege, the betrayal of Knox Hayes, and the cruelty of Sebastian Freeman - faded into a dull roar. There was only the iron grip of the Saxon, the smell of the wolf skins, and the terrifying, delicious realization that she no longer wanted to be rescued. She wanted to be claimed. 

Noah pulled back just an inch, his breath hot against her skin. "Do you feel it, Irish? The way your heart beats for a barbarian?"

"I hate you," she whispered, though her body was arching toward him, seeking the friction of his rough skin against her own.

"Good," Noah grinned, a flash of white teeth in the firelight. "Hate me until it turns into a fever. Hate me until you forget every other man’s name. Because when the steel starts clashing on the ramparts and the blood starts flowing in the courtyard, you will be the only thing I fight for."

He picked her up then, his arms like bands of steel, and carried her toward the massive bed covered in the pelts of bears. As he laid her down, the weight of his body pressing her into the fur, Octavia knew that the princess of Ireland was dead. In her place was a woman of the Saxons, forged in the iron grip of a king who would burn the world to keep her. 

Outside, the drums of Sebastian Freeman began to roll in the distance, a low thunder that promised death. But inside the stone heart of Highclere, there was only the sound of two hearts beating in a rhythm as old as the earth itself. Noah St. Claire looked down at her, his eyes blazing with a territorial fire. 

"Let them come," he whispered against the hollow of her throat. "I have never tasted a victory as sweet as the one I find in you."

	 


Chapter 5: The Price of a Princess

	 

	The splintering of oak was the only warning Octavia Bailey received before the first Saxon axe bit into the railing of her ship. The Irish Sea was a churning cauldron of gray water, but the blood blooming across the deck was a vivid, shocking crimson. Octavia did not cower in the hold like a proper lady of the court. Instead, she knelt by a fallen guardsman and pried a heavy, notched broadsword from his cooling fingers. The weight of the steel was a comfort against the trembling in her limbs.

"Stay back, Lizzo," Octavia commanded, her voice cutting through the din of clashing metal.

Lizzo Ravenscroft huddled against the mast, her dark eyes wide as she clutched a dagger. "They are not here for the silver, Octavia. Look at the prow. That is the mark of the Black Wolf."

A massive figure leaped from the dragon-headed longship, clearing the gap between the vessels with the grace of a predator. He landed with a thud that shook the deck boards. He was a mountain of a man, draped in the thick, dark furs of a timber wolf, his chest protected by a cuirass of hardened leather and iron studs. This was Noah St. Claire. His face was a map of old violence - a jagged scar ran through one dark eyebrow, and his beard was thick, matted with salt and the spray of the sea.

He moved through the chaos like a god of war, his own blade swinging in a lethal arc that sent men scattering. When his gaze landed on Octavia, he slowed. His eyes were the color of a stormy Atlantic, cold and piercing. He did not look at her as a man looks at a princess; he looked at her as a hunter looks at a prize he has already tracked to its end.

"Drop the steel, woman," Noah growled. His voice was a low rumble that vibrated in Octavia's chest, more felt than heard. "You have no hope of winning this day."

"I am Octavia Bailey, daughter of the High King," she spat, lifting the sword despite the ache in her shoulders. "I am promised to Sebastian Freeman. If you touch me, he will burn your lands to ash."

Noah let out a harsh, guttural laugh. He stepped over a fallen sailor, his boots treading through the slush of sea water and gore. "Sebastian Freeman is a dog who hides behind stone walls. I am the man who breaks them. And you are no longer a bride of the Irish. You are mine."

Octavia lunged. It was a desperate, amateurish strike, born of terror and a refusal to be broken. Noah didn't even flinch. He caught her wrist in a grip that felt like a band of heated iron. The broadsword clattered to the deck. With a sharp tug, he pulled her flush against the hard planes of his body. 

The scent of him overwhelmed her - leather, woodsmoke, and a raw, masculine musk that made her head swim. His hand, calloused and massive, tangled in the hair at the nape of her neck, forcing her head back so she had no choice but to look at him.

"You have fire in you," Noah whispered, his breath hot against her skin. "I like fire. It makes the taming more rewarding."

"I will kill you in your sleep," she hissed, though her pulse was hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. The proximity was a physical assault; the heat radiating from him was a direct contrast to the biting spray of the ocean.

"You will try," Noah replied, his thumb grazing the line of her jaw with a possessive pressure. "But first, you will learn the price of a princess in the Saxon lands."

He turned his head, shouting toward the longship where more raiders were securing the hold. "Kanye Carter! Secure the chests! Javon Davis, get the women to the longship. We leave before the Irish reinforcements catch the scent."

Kanye Carter, a scarred warrior with a grim expression, nodded and began barking orders. Octavia fought against Noah's hold, but he simply threw her over his shoulder like a sack of grain. Her belly pressed against his rock-hard shoulder, and she could feel the play of powerful muscles in his back as he strode toward the gangplank.

"Let me go, you animal!" she screamed, pounding her fists against the wolf furs.

Noah reached back and delivered a firm, territorial swat to her backside that silenced her in pure shock. "Quiet, Octavia. You are a prize of war now. Act like it."

As they crossed onto the Saxon ship, Octavia saw Knox Hayes watching from the helm. Knox was a man with a lean, hungry look, his hand resting on the hilt of a curved blade. He watched Noah and Octavia with a calculating stare that sent a different kind of chill down her spine. Beside him stood Arthur Wallace, another of Noah's lieutenants, who looked on with grim approval.

The longship pulled away from the burning Irish vessel. Octavia watched the smoke rise into the gray sky, knowing that her life as a royal pawn was over. She was being carried into the heart of a savage kingdom, held by a man who looked at her with a primal hunger that terrified and beckoned her all at once.

Noah set her down on a pile of furs in the center of the ship, looming over her as the oars began to beat the water in a steady, hypnotic rhythm. He reached down, his fingers tracing the collar of her fine silk dress before gripping the fabric. 

"The Freeman lord thinks he can buy peace with a woman," Noah said, his eyes dark with a sudden, violent intensity. "He is wrong. You are the price he pays for his arrogance. And I intend to collect every coin of it, Octavia."

She looked up at him, her defiance flickering but not extinguished. "You are nothing but a thief, Noah St. Claire."

"I am a king," he corrected, leaning down until his lips were inches from hers. "And you are the woman who will learn to love the chains I put on you."

The journey to Highclere had begun, and as the salt wind whipped around them, Octavia knew the battle for her soul was going to be far more dangerous than the clash of swords on the Irish Sea.

	 


Chapter 6: Claimed by the Sea King

	 

	Octavia watched the way the firelight danced across the hard planes of Noah St. Claire's face, casting long, predatory shadows against the stone walls of the great hall. She was a daughter of Irish kings, bred for high seats and holy vows, but as she sat upon a pile of wolf skins in this damp, freezing fortress, she realized she was nothing but a captive. Noah was a mountain of a man, a wall of scarred muscle and unyielding Saxon pride. The scent of him filled the air around her - a heady, suffocating mix of salt air, old blood, and the raw musk of a man who lived by the sword. It was a dangerous fragrance, one that made her stomach flip and her pulse hammer in her throat. She should hate him. He had ripped her from her path and claimed her as his own spoils, yet every time his dark eyes settled on her, she felt a traitorous heat bloom deep in her belly. He was a threat to her life, but more than that, he was a threat to her very soul.

Noah moved toward her with the silent, prowling grace of a predator. He had discarded his heavy mail, wearing only a tunic of dark wool that strained against his massive shoulders and arms. He stopped inches from her, his presence looming over her like a storm cloud.

"Eat," he commanded, his voice a low, gravelly rumble that seemed to vibrate through the floorboards. He held out a hunk of roasted meat, the grease glistening on his thick fingers.

"I am not a dog to be fed at your feet, Noah St. Claire," Octavia said, her voice trembling despite her effort to remain cold. She looked up at him, her eyes tracing the jagged scar that ran along his jawline.

Noah leaned down, his face so close she could feel the heat radiating from his skin. "You are whatever I say you are. In this hall, my word is law. You can eat like a queen, or I can force you to swallow every bite while I pin you to these furs. The choice is yours, princess."

He didn't wait for her answer. He reached out, his large hand cupping the back of her neck, his thumb grazing the sensitive skin behind her ear. The touch was rough, calloused, and utterly dominant. Octavia gasped, her back arching instinctively. She wanted to strike him, to find the blade she had hidden in the folds of her dress, but the sheer physical power of him pinned her in place.

"He is a hard man to please, little bird."

The voice came from the shadows near the hearth. Octavia pulled away as Lizzo Ravenscroft stepped into the light. Lizzo was a woman built of iron and grit, her hair braided tight against her head, a dagger hanging prominently at her hip. She looked at Octavia with a mixture of pity and respect.

"Noah does not know the meaning of soft words," Lizzo continued, glancing at the Saxon king. "But he is the only thing standing between you and a much darker fate. Sebastian Freeman is not a man who forgets a slight. He considers you his property, and he is not a gentle master."

Noah turned his gaze toward Lizzo, his expression darkening. "Freeman is a coward who hides behind stone walls and silver. If he wants her, let him come to the gates of Highclere. I will show him how a real king defends what is his."

"He is not coming alone," Knox Hayes said as he entered the hall, his boots clanking against the stone. Knox was a rival warrior, a man with eyes full of ambition and a mouth twisted in a permanent sneer. He looked at Octavia with a hunger that made her skin crawl, a look that Noah noticed instantly. "Sebastian Freeman has made an alliance. He has ships and fire, Noah. He intends to reclaim the girl and take Highclere while the ashes are still hot."

Noah stepped in front of Octavia, shielding her from Knox's gaze. The air in the room grew thick with tension, the primal dominance of the Saxon king radiating outward in waves. "Let them come," Noah growled, his hand dropping to the heavy hilt of the sword at his waist. "I have tasted the blood of better men than Freeman. He will find no bride here - only a grave."

Knox laughed, a dry, rasping sound. "You risk much for a woman who hates you, St. Claire."

"She is mine," Noah said, the words final and absolute. He turned back to Octavia, his eyes burning with a sudden, violent intensity. He reached down, his fingers gripping her chin and forcing her to look at him. "Do you hear them, Octavia? They come for you. But they will have to step over my corpse to touch a single hair on your head."

Octavia looked into his dark, storm-tossed eyes and saw the truth of it. He was a barbarian, a thief, and a killer, but he was also the only man who had ever looked at her as if she were the center of the world. Her hand went to his wrist, her fingers brushing the thick veins that throbbed beneath his skin. 

"I am no one's property," she whispered, her defiance clashing with the raw passion rising in her chest.

Noah leaned in, his lips brushing against hers, the scent of him overwhelming her senses. "Tonight, you are mine. Tomorrow, we bleed for it."

He hauled her up from the furs, his arm wrapping around her waist with crushing force. He didn't lead her; he moved her, his body a solid wall of heat against her own. As the drums of war began to echo in the distance, Octavia realized that the battle outside the walls was nothing compared to the war Noah St. Claire was winning inside her heart. She was a princess of Ireland, but as he pressed her against the rough stone of the wall and claimed her mouth with a primal hunger, she knew she was the Sea King's woman.

	 


Chapter 7: The Rough Hands of Noah St. Claire

	 

	The heavy iron bolt of the armory door slid home with a final, echoing thud. Lizzo Ravenscroft turned to Octavia, her face tight with the grim reality of the siege. 

"The lower gates have fallen," Lizzo said, her voice rasping over the sound of distant screams and the rhythmic thumping of a battering ram. "Sebastian Freeman has brought more men than we anticipated. Knox Hayes is leading the charge through the western breach. You stay here. Noah will not let them touch you."

Before Octavia could respond, Lizzo vanished through a side passage, leaving her alone in the flickering torchlight with the man who had stolen her from the Irish Sea.

Noah St. Claire stood in the center of the cramped room, a mountain of muscle silhouetted against the racks of steel. He was covered in the grime of the first skirmish, a smear of blood across his cheekbone that only served to make his blue eyes burn with a more predatory light. He didn't look like a king; he looked like a beast who had finally cornered what he desired most.

"Come here," Noah commanded. His voice was a low, vibrating growl that seemed to rattle the very stones of Highclere.

Octavia stood her ground, her fingers curling around the hilt of the small dagger she had hidden in the folds of her gown. "The fortress is falling, Noah. Sebastian Freeman is outside those walls, and he has come to reclaim what he believes is his. You should be at the ramparts, not trapping me in the dark."

Noah moved with a speed that defied his massive frame. In two strides, he was upon her. His hands, rough and calloused from years of gripping a sword hilt, clamped onto her shoulders. He backed her against the cold, damp stone wall, his body a solid wall of heat that pinned her in place. The scent of him - salt, iron, and raw male musk - filled her lungs, making her head spin.

"Sebastian Freeman can rot in the pits of hell," Noah snarled, leaning down until his lips were inches from hers. "He thinks he can take what is mine? He thinks a royal decree gives him the right to touch you? I took you by fire and steel, Octavia. You are bound to me by the laws of the blade."

"I am no man's prize," she defied him, though her heart was hammering so hard against her ribs it felt like a trapped bird. 

Noah's laugh was a dark, primal sound. One of his hands moved from her shoulder to her throat, not to choke, but to possess. His thumb traced the line of her jaw with a possessive friction that made her skin burn. "You are my prize. And in this room, with the world burning outside, there is no princess and no captor. There is only this."

He crushed his mouth against hers. It wasn't a kiss of courtship; it was a conquest. It tasted of salt and desperation. Octavia tried to push against his chest, her hands meeting the unyielding wall of his pectorals beneath the heavy wolf furs. But the heat of him was infectious. The danger outside only made the fire inside more volatile. Her fingers Tangled in the thick, dark hair at the nape of his neck, and she kissed him back with a fury that matched his own.

Noah groaned, a sound of pure, unadulterated hunger. He hiked her gown up, his large, rough hand sliding over the silk of her thigh to find the bare skin beneath. His touch was electric, a shocking contrast to the cold stone at her back. 

"You feel that?" Noah whispered against her lips, his breath hot and ragged. "That is the only truth in this fortress. Knox Hayes and his traitors can scream at the gates all they want. They will not have you. I will kill every soul that stands between us before I let a single hand touch what is mine."

The sound of an explosion rocked the floor beneath their feet. Dust filtered down from the ceiling. Sebastian Freeman's forces were using black powder at the inner wall. The proximity of death only served to heighten the raw, primal need between them. 

Noah gripped her hips, lifting her off her feet so she had to wrap her legs around his waist. He was solid, a pillar of strength in a world that was crumbling. His hands were everywhere - tearing at the laces of her bodice, mapping the curves of her body with a rough, urgent dominance. 

"Say it," he demanded, his teeth grazing the sensitive skin of her neck. "Say you belong to the Saxon."

Octavia arched her back, her breath hitching as his fingers found the center of her heat. She was a royal of Ireland, born to rule, but under Noah's hands, she was a woman rediscovered. "I am yours," she gasped, the words torn from her. "God help me, Noah, I am yours."

He didn't wait for another word. He took her there, amidst the swords and the shadows, with the sounds of war serving as their only music. Every thrust was a claim, every touch a vow of protection. Noah St. Claire fought for her with his body just as he would soon fight for her with his steel.

Outside, the shouts of Knox Hayes grew closer, and the clatter of swords rang through the hallways of Highclere. But inside the armory, the trap had become a sanctuary. Noah held her tight, his muscles corded and tense, a king claiming his queen before the final slaughter.

"Stay behind me when the door opens," Noah said, his voice now calm with the cold certainty of a killer as he adjusted his furs and reached for his heavy broadsword. "I will show Sebastian Freeman what happens to men who try to steal from the Sea King."

Octavia reached down and picked up a fallen shortsword from the rack. Her eyes met his, no longer the eyes of a captive, but of a warrior who had found her match. "I will not stay behind you, Noah. I will fight beside you."

Noah looked at her, a slow, predatory grin spreading across his face. He reached out, one last time, and ran a rough thumb over her bottom lip. "Then let us go show them how Highclere bleeds."
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