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Chapter One 
Heavy footsteps echoed in the hall outside. Daphine Shalwood failed to suppress the shudder of fear slithering down her spine. Closing her eyes, she recited an invocation to Zudiat, her Goddess, and reminded herself why she stood here, chained in the prince’s bedchambers. The Rite of Completion, when she lost her maidenhead and completed her training as a priestess of Zudiat. As a member of the temple just a few blocks down from the king’s palace, she should have given this honor to the king. She could handle him, with his salt-and-pepper hair and kind eyes. His firstborn, Sethe, however, made her think dark things, dangerous things that, should she speak of them, would get her expelled from her order. 

Her shoulders ached. With her hands manacled over her head, she could only lean against the wall for support. Luckily, she didn’t have to stand on tiptoe, and she didn’t have to share this honor with anyone else. She had no other year mates. She shuddered, and not from fear. 

The door creaked open. Daphine refused to see who entered. Servants came and went, seeing to her needs, but their steps didn’t shake the room, didn’t make heat coil in her womb. No, this would be Prince Sethe Cavelblood, heir to the Pyndaria throne. Daphine swallowed hard. 

Two footsteps, then the door closed. She turned, helpless to resist the pull of him even across the room. Wearing dirty breeches, boots, and little else, Sethe stood just inside the door. His eyes traveled over her form, from the jut of her breasts against the white silk scarf binding them, to the matching triangle of fabric covering her sex, and every inch of flesh in between. She willed herself not to be moved by his hungry gaze. I’m just completing my testing. That’s why I’m chained here. For the ritual. In spite of her mental words heat raced through her and her pussy clenched. 

“My Lord.” Daphine bowed her head, as much out of courtesy as to pull her gaze from the sight of his broad chest with its dusting of blond hair. She kept her head bowed as he neared, though she feared he’d hear the pounding of her heart. Her nipples tightened painfully under his regard, and she wondered how other priestesses had survived this night. None spoke of it, and she feared what might happen. 

“Priestess.” He cupped her chin, tilting her gaze up to meet his. “I regret they did not tell me you were here, otherwise I would have bathed.” 

An image of him lounging in a deep stone bath, his glorious body naked raced through her mind. He’d rise from the water, rivulets running over chiseled muscles to pool at his feet. One look, and she’d willingly lick him dry. Her cheeks heated at the direction of her thoughts. She had to quit thinking such things. Once this night ended she’d return to her temple, and the rest of her life she’d enjoy only the attentions of her fellow priestesses. The Glorious Mother protected all, but only if she shunned the company of men. 

“It is all right, My Lord. Your duties are pressing.” 

He smiled, revealing a dimple in his cheek. “Yes, Priestess, they are.” Lightly he stroked her arms, easily reaching the cuffs on her wrists. His fingers slowly teased her tender flesh. Pleasure radiated from his touch, making her breasts heavy with need and her pussy moist. If this were just the beginning, she wondered how she’d survive the actual act itself. Even cloistered with other priestesses, she knew what happened between a man and a woman. Sacred scrolls told of the act, and she had to learn those scrolls before she came to this ritual. 

Sethe leaned in close, his lips hovering next to her. His scent filled her nostrils, a heady mix of sweat and male musk. She fought against inhaling it deeper. Becoming attached to this man, any part of him, would doom her. Just forget she’d ever seen him about town. Just because she ran errands for the temple, her privilege as a higher priestess, and happened to long for a glimpse of the handsome prince didn’t mean she pined for him like a maiden in a tale. 

He licked her earlobe. “Mmm, you taste so good. Will you taste as good all over?” 

Daphine shuddered. Nowhere in the scrolls did it say how delicious a man’s touch felt. 

His lips skimmed the column of her throat and ignited a trail of fire in her body. Not even the tentative touches she gave herself caused this much pleasure. His breath, warm and moist, floated over her skin. The folds of her sex plumped with desire, and a trickle of moisture escaped. Great Goddess, he had her so hot, so fast. She feared she might burn. His hands continued their maddening stroking of her arms. 

Daphine fought against thrashing against her bonds. Her breasts ached for attention, and she rubbed them against his chest. A low chuckle erupted as his lips stilled just above the white fabric binding them. His fingers slid down her arms, behind her back, and quick tugs sent her scarves floating to the floor. 

Sethe stepped back. His gaze zeroed in on her naked breasts. The hunger in his eyes shook her, made her want to feel his lips, his fingers, anything against the sensitive tips. “Please,” Daphine whimpered. 

“Please what?” 

“Touch me.” Her husky voice shocked her. She hastily added, “My Lord.” 

“As you command.” He didn’t touch her, not immediately. Instead, he caressed her sides, drawing tiny shivers from her. His thumbs brushed the sides of her breasts. 

Daphine moaned. With arms and legs manacled, she could do nothing but arch against him, demanding he touch her. The heat in her cunt burned her, her desire a steady ache throughout her body. At last, he brushed a thumb against her nipple. Daphine arched, strung tight like a bow. Her body vibrated with the pleasure. Her breath caught, only to be expelled as a low moan as his lips closed around her hardened nipple. 

Sethe toyed with her nipple, swirling his tongue around it, then licking it softly. He’d suck hard for a moment, the tug darting all the way to her pussy, then release it to blow gently against her heated skin. The chill breeze only made her want more. Daphine forced herself to remain still. Thrashing in her bonds would only dislodge the heavenly mouth attached to her nipple. Sethe used his other hand to squeeze and massage her breast. 

Moisture flooded her pussy. She could feel it, hot and slick, waiting for the silky length of Sethe’s cock. Her tiny whimpers turned into heavy moans as he rubbed his hard cock against her. Even through his breeches, she felt his swollen length and knew he wanted her too. 

Sethe pulled back. He stared into her eyes. “Are you ready?” 

Daphine wanted to scream with frustration. Was she ready? Did he not smell her arousal in the air? Did he not feel the drop of moisture sliding down her thighs? “Please My Lord, take me.” She trembled. 

He soothed her with a touch, his hands so light against her flesh she thought she might have imagined them. Dropping to his knees before her, he rained tiny kisses between her breasts, then lower as he marked a trail to where she wanted him the most. A quick nudge on the inside of her thighs had her widening them as much as she could against her restraints. 

He drew a line along her labia with his finger, a quick caress that left her hungry for more. 

“My Lord, you’re tormenting me.” He slid a finger into her up to the first knuckle, pulling a moan from her. A stroke across her clit, once, twice, and she shuddered, so close to orgasm she could feel herself straining over the precipice. 

Then he kissed her. His lips wrapped around her clit, drawing it deep into his mouth like a ripe berry. 

Daphine screamed. Pleasure broke over her in waves. Her body pulsed, and all the while, Sethe remained fastened to her clit, driving her orgasm. A flick of his tongue, and she shuddered again. 

At last she stilled against his seeking mouth. She glanced down at him kneeling between her legs. Never in her life had she seen a more beautiful image. Her temple pictured her Goddess lounging with naked women catering to her, but never had she seen a man kneel in supplication at a woman’s pussy. Looking down on his dark blond hair highlighted to gold by the sun, his broad tanned shoulders, Daphine worked to catch her breath. He looked, she thought, like the God come to life. And if her Goddess had this pleasure, then why would she turn away? A shiver darted down her spine. 

Sethe stroked her. His fingers slid easily into her, and he slowly filled her aching channel with two of his digits. 

Daphine’s eyelids fluttered closed. Slowly, Sethe finger-fucked her, his thumb brushing against her clit with every stroke. Her inner walls tightened. 

Knowledge. As part of her training, she had to learn the joining of male and female. Just this once, before she sequestered herself in the temple. Sethe’s gentle fingers barely breeched her, yet as he added a third, she wondered what his cock would feel like sliding into her. Heaven, most likely, of a kind reserved only for those honored by the Goddess. 

Sethe stood. His fingers slid from her, their absence a loss. Daphine clenched her muscles around him, wanting to hold any part of him inside. Instead, he stepped back and quickly unfastened his breeches. He toed off his boots. They joined his breeches in a puddle on the floor. 

Daphine stared. Prince Sethe looked magnificent. In her maiden’s ways, she could find no words to describe him except godlike. He stood, body honed and muscular from fighting alongside his father’s soldiers. His cock rose like a flagpole from his loins, thick and hard. The head emerged from the skin surrounding it, and Daphine licked her lips. She wanted to taste him. “My Lord,” she gasped. With his girth, he’d fill her, his thick length invading her body. The priestesses never told her this part of her training would be so delicious. 

“I’ll be careful.” Sethe stepped forward. He paused before her and she saw his throat bob as he swallowed. 

Almost reverently, he cupped her breasts. His thumbs played with her nipples, drawing them into even tighter peaks. “I’ll try not to hurt you, Priestess, but the first time always comes with a bit of pain. Just relax.” He rubbed his cock against her. It slid easily against her slick pussy. 

The delightful friction rubbed against her clit. Daphine thought she might come again, then he paused, his head poised at her opening. Sethe’s hands stilled. His gaze caught hers, hungry and insistent, but at the same time unsure. 

Did he fear she might not accept him? Not when her desire hummed in her veins like the finest wine. He entered her with a long, sure stroke. 

Daphine keened her pleasure. Leaning forward, Sethe captured her lips with his. His tongue delved into her open mouth, his hands curved around her breasts, fingers pinching her nipples. Sethe thrust forward. A brief flare of pain, muffled by the hands on her breasts and the tongue in her mouth. Then, pleasure, pure heavenly pleasure as Sethe buried himself balls-deep inside her. She swallowed his moan. Daphine hung in her bonds, the thick cock buried so deep inside her she didn’t know where Sethe ended and she began. 

He started to withdraw. Slow, so annoyingly slow, she wanted him to fuck her hard into oblivion. Her muscles milked him, stretched around him as he pulled away. Restraint throbbed in every muscle of his body. Daphine wiggled on his cock. She didn’t want it slow. Not now. Not with the experience of being filled. She wanted to be impaled on him until she came in a screaming climax. 

Sethe thrust forward again. Over and over he thrust into her body, each stroke harder and deeper than the first. Daphine hung on. She fisted her hands even as her pussy fisted around his cock. Just a little more. Just a little higher. Then she screamed. Pleasure radiated through her body. “Yes! Goddess yes!” she yelled. 

Sethe growled. His hands lowered to her waist, held her still for his pistoning cock. One thrust. Two. Then he stiffened inside her. Veins stood out on his neck, his body rigid inside hers. His hot seed splashed her insides. The force of his climax wrung another one from Daphine, and she shrieked her pleasure to the world. 

He remained inside her for long moments, his breath coming in harsh pants. Daphine realized her breathing matched his, and found she couldn’t be ashamed of her wanton behavior. On the contrary, she wanted more of it. Yet she’d return to her temple and never see Prince Sethe Cavelbood again. The thought filled her with an aching sadness. 

Sethe exhaled a long sigh, then brushed his lips across her forehead. “I hope I wasn’t too rough.” His fingers stroked her sweat-slick skin. 

“Not at all, My Lord. You were perfect.” 

“As were you, my dear Priestess. As were you.” His half-erect cock slid from her. He stepped away long enough to grab the key to her shackles and then unfastened the bands around her wrists and ankles. She fell against him, arms twining around his neck. Her fingers tingled. The pins and needles sensation didn’t dampen the effect of being held against his broad chest. Carrying her over to the bed, he laid her down then sat beside her. “The feeling should return in a moment. I’m sorry you were shackled for so long, but the ritual required it.” He massaged her hands and fingers until the feeling returned. “Wait here.” He covered her with a soft down blanket. 

Turning from the bed, he scooped up his breeches and pulled on a cord by the door. Moments later a servant appeared, and her prince gave the order for warm towels, a basin of water and for the tub to be filled with warm water. No sooner had the servants left, than he returned to her side. 

Daphine didn’t know what to expect, but it wasn’t for the prince to start making orders for her comfort. She nibbled on her lower lip, unsure how to act. Once the ritual was completed, and she had no doubt it had been, she expected to return to the temple. 

A servant knocked on the door. Sethe let the young men in with buckets of water, and accepted a small basin and warm clothes from them. Watching him carry them back to the bed, Daphine wondered how to broach the topic of getting back to the temple. Her duties called to her now that the ritual was completed. Being here with the prince only tested her resolve. 

His broad chest caught her gaze, and her fingers curled with the need to reach out and touch him. As soon as the servants finished bringing water for the bathtub, a surprisingly quick process, he folded the blanket aside. “Let me clean you up.” He wrung out the cloth in the basin and started washing the insides of her thighs. 

“You don’t have to do that, my pri— My Lord.” She’d almost called him “my prince.” He wasn’t hers. He belonged to the entire kingdom, and after tonight, she’d never experience such intimacy with him, or any other man, again. 

“Yes I do.” He nudged her thighs wider apart and brushed the warm rag against her labia. 

Daphine closed her eyes. A soft moan emerged from her throat. “That feels—” 

“Good?” Sethe’s eyes twinkled with humor. “I hope so, Priestess.” 

“Daphine, please.” His gentle ministrations wound them in a cocoon of intimacy. As soon as he cleaned her, he scooped her up and carried her into the bathing room. Daphine marveled at the tub large enough for two hewn from local stone. She hadn’t paid attention to the servants filling it, but to think of them going to all that trouble for her, a lowly priestess of Zudiat, filled her with a sense of awe. 

“Your bath, Daphine.” Gently, he lowered her into the tub and then reached for the waistband of his trousers. Fabric fell and he stood gloriously naked, so close she could reach out and touch him. 

She hadn’t a chance to explore chained to the wall, and if she only had tonight she didn’t want to miss the opportunity. Rising onto her knees, she leaned over the edge of the tub. Cool stone chilled her breasts, and her nipples hardened into tiny nubs. Splaying her hands across his abdomen, she traced each line and ridge of his rippled abdomen. Up to where her fingers grazed his male nipples, then lower to the springy hair surrounding his cock, she stroked. 

Sethe’s sharp inhalation filled the room. 

Daphine cradled his cock in her fingers. She stroked it, satiny smooth skin over a core of steel. From base to tip, pausing to tease the tiny slit in the end, she caressed his cock. With her other hand, she fondled his balls. A tiny pearl of fluid leaked out his tip, and she leaned forward and licked it away. 

“Priestess,” he groaned. “Goddess bless.” 

His words reminded Daphine of her calling, of her vows she’d be taking now that the ritual was complete. But for tonight, the Goddess had given her to him. Surely Zudiat would bless this coupling as well as the other one, for tonight was to have her intimately know a man before taking her vows. She pulled back and looked up at him, a soft smile on her face. “Yes, the Goddess does bless.” Before he could do anything, she leaned forward and wrapped her lips around him. 

Daphine drew him into her mouth, her pussy clenching. She started slowly, licking and suckling him until she could take him completely into her mouth. Her cheeks hollowed out as she sucked. 

Sethe threaded his fingers in her hair, holding her in place. Gently he fucked her mouth, his groans and growls of desire heating up her blood. She made him do this. Daphine, priestess to Zudiat and barely tried maiden, made Prince Cavelblood’s cock hard. Power rushed through her, far headier than any she’d known in her ecclesiastic studies. Reaching around him, she grabbed his ass and kneaded gently. 

He tasted salty and full of promise. In the water, her clit swelled, pussy aching for something, anything to fill it. With her nipples against the cool edge of the tub, the contrast of hot and cold rolled through her like a shock. Sethe bit back a cry and pushed her away. 

“My Lord?” she queried, afraid she might have done something wrong. 

Sethe knelt by the tub and ran his thumb along her full lower lip. “Fear not, you were doing everything right. But this night is your ritual. This night is for you.” With those words, he picked up a rag and a bar of spiced soap and started to bathe her skin. 

Daphine relaxed under his ministrations. She glanced down at his erect cock and hoped she’d get to experience it once more before the night ended. 

* * * * * 
Daphine blinked her eyes against the glare of sunlight filtering through the temple’s stained glass windows. Her knees ached from kneeling on the stone floor since midnight, praying at the altar of Zudiat. Swallowing hard, she listened to the familiar sounds of bells ringing first prayers and the chatter of novices as they filled into the temple proper. Daphine lurched to her feet. She braced herself with one hand on the marble base of the statue, then she tottered off to the private meditation room. Even after spending the rest of the night on the stone floor of the temple with the night breezes chilling her to the bone, she still thought of Sethe. 

Even now an image of him rose in her mind, his long fingers stroking her skin to fevered pitch. The heavy weight of her breasts filled his hands perfectly, as if they’d been made for each other. Daphine shook her head. Now that she’d passed her training such thoughts were unseemly for a priestess. She stared at the golden statue of Zudiat in the corner of the room with several candles lit around its base and knelt. Bowing her head, she prayed for forgiveness. The scent of patchouli filled the air, and Daphine hoped the smoke would carry her plea to the Goddess. 

Her shoulders ached, a muscle jumping between her shoulder blades. She longed to rise and work out the kinks in her muscles. She wouldn’t. The Goddess sent the pain as her punishment. 

Daphine traced the feet of the statue with a gentle caress, noticing the patina of the bronze from the caress of many hands over the years. “Oh Great Mother, why did it have to be the prince who completed my training? I’ve held an irreverent fascination for him since I saw him at his first tournament. His father I could have handled and returned here pure of heart. But now, all I can think about is Sethe. His hands, his lips, even his cock, Great Mother. I know you spurned the High Father and your abstinence has brought us these times of plenty. I fear I lack your strength.” She bowed her head once more and started to recite the first of the twelve prayers of holiness. 

The door creaked open. Daphine remained kneeling. Perhaps a novice needed some time to contemplate the life she was about to choose. Often she had shared this room with her fellow priestesses in silent, private prayer. 

“Daphine.” The High Priestess’ voice filled the room. “I thought I might find you here.” 

Daphine looked up from her prayers to see the woman who had taken her in standing in the doorway. Although age streaked her long black hair with gray, and a few more lines bracketed her face, High Priestess Solindari looked nearly the same as she had all those years ago. “High Priestess.” Daphine knelt forward and pressed her head to the floor. Her back and knees protested the movement. 

“Rise, my child. You did not join the others for breakfast. First prayers have ended and still you pray? Did things go badly with the ritual?” Folding her lavender skirts around her, Solindari sat on one of the plush benches. She patted the seat next to her. “Join me.” 

Daphine obeyed. “Thank you, High Priestess. The ritual went well.” She felt the red flush of heat creep over her cheeks and down her throat. 

“Maybe too well, my child?” 

Daphine blushed even harder. “Yes.” She hung her head in shame. 

“And now your thoughts are filled with the young man. Am I correct?” 

Daphine nodded. 

“Do not despair, my dear. The fact you’ve been praying all night shows me you’re ready for your vows. They will happen on the next full moon as planned. Do you think you’re the only priestess who has second thoughts after she experiences the pleasures of the flesh? It is why the ritual was created. If you pass that and lose your maidenhead and can still face the Goddess in the morning, then you’re ready for your vocation.” Solindari patted Daphine’s knee. “You’ll see in time.” She rose to her feet and started for the door. “Why don’t you go down to the kitchens for a light repast and meet me in the library. We have much to do before the next full moon.” Without waiting for an answer, she turned and left. 

Daphine stared at the closed door. Could it really be? Did the High Priestess still think her worthy of vows? Taking a deep breath, she squared her shoulders, and with a last, lingering look at the Goddess’ statue followed her High Priestess out the door. 

* * * * * 
Sethe darted nimbly away as the sword passed close enough to his side to ruffle his tunic. Damn it, that had been a close one. He held his sword in a defensive position and stared at one of his many cousins, Havlinar. He moved back, his dark brown hair disheveled. Sweat plastered his tunic to him, and Sethe plucked at his own soaked clothing. “One more time all right?” 

Havlinar nodded. “All right, but I might get you this time.” 

Sethe chuckled with far more bravado than he really felt. Usually he trounced his slightly younger cousin, but this morning his mind had been elsewhere—like back in his bedroom with the tempting young priestess. She stirred his blood like none of the cows his mother had thrown at him in the hopes of securing a stable heir to the throne. With relatives ruling most of the countries on the eastern continent, prospects for a suitable marriage partner were slim, and growing slimmer with each woman he dismissed. His mother’s joke about looking to the daughters of the stable hands wasn’t far off. But none of them stirred him like the priestess. 

Sethe shook his head as Havlinar took advantage of his momentary lapse. The clash of steel filled the air, a satisfying counterpoint to the grunts of exertion. With the sun beating down and a good battle before him, Sethe tried to turn his mind to his duty rather than his desire. 

Chapter Two 
Tucking the basket under her arm, Daphine hurried through the crowded market. The potter promised the temple some new oil urns, and the High Priestess asked Daphine to check with him as she ran her errands. The aromas of fresh baked goods, roasting meat and animals filled the air. She passed a perfume seller, the cloying aromas nearly making her gag. Half a dozen lower noble ladies gathered around the booth, all chattering or bartering over some trinket or another. 

A flash of jealousy darted through her. These were the kind of ladies Sethe would wed. Not the lowly daughter of a blacksmith turned priestess. She shook her head. Thoughts of marriage were futile. After all, she devoted her body and her life to the Goddess. 

As if thoughts of Sethe conjured him up, he stood two booths down from her. He held a leather scabbard in his hands and turned it over, looking at the craftsmanship. Daphine slipped into an empty spot next to the candlemaker’s tent. 

“Priestess. So good to see you.” The old woman reached beneath the cloth covering the table and pulled out four sweet beeswax candles. “For the temple. Please, take them with my blessing.” 

Trying to keep an eye on Sethe, she slipped the candles into her basket. “Thank you,” she said with a bow of her head. “The High Priestess will be pleased with your generosity.” 

Sethe handed the scabbard back to the seller, then turned to leave. 

“If you’ll excuse me,” Daphine said, ducking away as a woman stepped into her place at the candlemaker’s booth. 

Daphine started down the street, her gaze fixed on Sethe’s broad back. Today he wore a forest green tunic belted at the waist, and fine, black trews tucked into knee-length boots. He paused at the silversmith’s booth and started to look. Daphine followed, thinking she could use the pretense of getting a new ritual chalice to cover her unnatural interest in the young prince. 

She paused one seller down, looking at the leather goods with a disinterested eye. The seller watched her from back in his booth, certain a priestess had no use for scabbards and belts. A small pouch designed with a horse caught her eye, and she picked it up. Her father would love it for his belt, and she could send it home as a reminder of her existence. “How much is this?” she asked. 

“Five crowns.” 

Daphine’s face fell. She set the piece back with a small shake of her head. Her monthly allowance granted her less than a crown, certainly far less than the leatherworker would haggle. “Thank you,” she said and turned toward the silversmith. 

Sethe appeared in deep discussion with the man over a pair of tankards set before him. 

Daphine started toward the seller. 

A cart barreled down the road. The crowd parted. Someone jostled Daphine, sending her stumbling forward. She tried to catch herself. Her slipper caught. Stumbling, she tried to right herself. Around her, the crowd milled and shoved one another as the cart loomed near. The clatter of wheels against cobblestones and the pounding of hooves filled the air. Someone shoved her. Her basket tipped, the candles spilling over the ground and breaking. 

Sethe’s green coat wavered in her vision. He turned, and she feared stumbling into him. Oh no, don’t let me see him. Not after the ritual. Then one arm snaked around her and she found herself pulled against a hard, muscular chest. 

“Easy, I’ve got you.” The deep voice filled her head and turned her knees to jelly. 

Daphine grabbed the arm of his coat, looking around to try and step away. Only the arm holding her tightened. She blinked, suddenly realizing Sethe held her. Oh Goddess! 

The cart rushed past, so close wind of its passage ruffled her hair. 

Daphine started to back way. 

The arm around her waist tightened, and her breasts flattened against his chest. Even through her cloak and gown her nipples hardened with the contact. She swore she felt the ridge of his cock pressing against her stomach. “Sir,” she said. “My Lord. Please unhand me.” 

Her eyes widened when she realized the shopkeeper leered at her, as did several of the villagers nearby. 

Sethe’s hand moved from her back to her buttocks, squeezing gently. “If you wish.” The playful grin on his face said he knew she wished no such thing. 

Heat rushed to her cheeks. She wanted to reprimand him, not only as a priestess, but as a woman for his brazen behavior. Instead she pushed against his chest with her free hand. Hard muscles met her hand, and she longed to curl her fingers into his shirt. Instead, she shoved against him. “My Lord. Let go of me this instant! I am a Priestess of Zudiat.” 

In the crowd, people gasped. 

“My Lord Prince, you best be letting her go,” the shopkeeper said. 

Slowly, Sethe released the arm around her waist. “I wish I could do more than hold you, Priestess,” he whispered in her ear. 

The words shook her. If the crowd hadn’t pressed around them, she feared she might have fallen. As it was, she turned and looked at the silversmith’s wares, hoping to find distraction from the handsome man. Her gaze fell on an elaborately decorated knife. The tiger-shaped hilt boasted real tiger’s-eye stones for eyes. Each intricately carved paw rested on a pearl. The weapon came with its own matching silver scabbard. 

“Thinking of killing me?” Sethe asked in her ear. 

“I wouldn’t dream of it, My Lord,” she replied with a saccharine smile on her face. Daphine leaned in closer, and whispered into his ear, “But if you make another public display like the last one, I could use it to turn you into a temple eunuch.” 

Sethe blanched. 

She turned her attention to the silversmith. “Your work is beautiful. I shall recommend it to my High Priestess.” Without waiting for a reply from the prince, she turned and strolled back through the market, happy to have gotten the best of the infuriating prince. 

* * * * * 
The cloying smell of perfume teased his nose and made it itch. Sitting in his mother’s parlor, he faced the queen of the realm. Although gray streaked her blonde hair and bearing five children had thickened her waist, she still looked regal and beautiful. Her ladies, usually following her like goslings after a goose, were conspicuously absent. 

Sethe’s stomach churned. Not another one of these damned meetings with his mother. He wondered when she’d realize he was a grown man and not subject to her rule anymore. She might have dictated his life as a child, but now he had his own desires, and they had nothing to do with any of the young, and not so young, women she threw at him on a weekly basis. With the king away on business, she used her husband’s absence to step up her campaign to get him married. 

Sethe watched her place a few more stitches on her embroidery, still not acknowledging his presence. “I’m not marrying her.” 

Queen Rosalyn looked at her son and pursed her lips. “You don’t even know who she is, dear. I have it on good authority that she’s—” 

Sethe held up his hand, silencing his mother. “I’ve heard it all before. How many is this? Twenty? Thirty? Do you think those ladies like being paraded before me like the fatted calf? I will marry when I find someone I can love. Someone I want to be with, not just someone noble enough to be my consort.” 

Rosalyn sighed. “Sethe, you may be the oldest, but you always were the most fanciful. It’s your father’s fault. He raised you on the stories of nobles and knights.” She laughed and sipped the water glass sitting next to her hand. “Love doesn’t enter into a state marriage, my dear. How many times have I told you that?” 

“But you love my father. You’ve said as much yourself.” Sethe grinned, happy to have caught his mother in her own trap. 

“But I grew to love him. I knew what was expected to me as a dutiful daughter, so I married him. I grew to love him in time. Love at first sight is for fairy tales. And if you won’t marry, I know your younger brothers would be happy to find a consort and take over the throne.” 

Sethe hated the implied threat in his mother’s voice. So they would disinherit him rather than let him follow his heart? His mother’s mercenary nature chilled him. “Fine. I’ll abdicate.” 

Rosalyn gasped. “What?” 

“If you don’t think I’m fit to be the heir, then I’ll abdicate the throne. Become a sell sword or something. I’m certainly good enough with a sword, and you know if I abdicated I couldn’t stay with the guard, not without suspicion. I won’t give in to your plans. Either you let me chose my own consort, or I’ll relinquish my position as heir. It’s as simple as that.” He rose to his feet and bowed. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have things to do.” Amid his mother’s sputtering he turned and left the room. Only once he was well down the corridor did he allow a triumphant grin on his face. Let his mother put that in her hen and roast it. Thoughts of the young priestess filled his mind and hardened his cock. Now if only he could convince a certain young priestess she deserved more than chastity for the rest of her life. 

* * * * * 
The austere antechamber failed to dim Sethe’s hopes. Just a chance to see Daphine before she took her vows and was lost to him forever. Hadn’t he’d been told stories all his life about his grandfather, who not finding a suitable prospect, had taken a consort from the Zudiat priestesses. They blessed the wedding, and his actions averted a war. Looking at the mural of Zudiat offering food to the poor, Sethe wondered if Daphine might be his priestess bride. 

The door opened. The High Priestess entered. Long white robes covered her, and a cord of golden thread tied the gowns at her waist. Her feet, as was the tradition of Zudiat, were bare. An aura of power surrounded her. She sat, hands folded in her lap. Her eyes held great wisdom and great faith. 

“High Priestess.” Sethe rose to his feet and bowed deeply. “I’m honored you agreed to meet with me.” 

“I do what I must to prevent harm to my priestesses.” Her stern words dimmed his hope. 

“Harm? I have no desire to harm any of your order. I ask—” 

She held up her hand. “I know what you ask, My Lord. I’m afraid I cannot grant your request. As the moon turns, Daphine prepares to take her vows. I will not have her swayed from her course by a handsome man and a handful of petty promises. You will have to find a consort, and where will that leave Daphine? Soiled, unfit for the priestess, or any trade. This is all she’s known. I will not turn her back to her family disgraced, and quite possibly with child, because you cannot control your urges. I suggest you go back to the castle and seek a far more suitable maid to be your plaything.” She frowned. 

Her harsh words cut Sethe. He expected resistance, yes, but to have the High Priestess speak to him in such a way infuriated him. “I’m sorry, High Priestess. I have no desire of harming Daphine in any way.” He rose to his feet. “Thank you for your time.” 

“Do not think to defy me. Daphine will not be swayed from this course.” 

“Or will you not allow her to be swayed?” With that parting shot, he opened the door and stepped into the temple. Striding across the stone floor, he watched novices, some as young as five, file into the temple. He slipped up the stairs to the box reserved for royalty and sat. He’d see for himself whether Daphine wanted to take her vows or not. 

* * * * * 
Sethe waited until prayers finished, then made his way down from the royal box. Although the novice priestesses tried to concentrate on their worship, scattered whispers and giggles erupted. A stern priestess frowned at him as she ushered her young charges out of the temple. Had the High Priestess spoken of him, the young prince who wished to steal one of their own away? Sethe hoped so. He glanced at the statue of Zudiat standing dour-faced over her worshippers. He believed in a dual deity, one in which the God was matched by an equally powerful Goddess. Though he understood why Zudiat turned away from men, Sethe wished she wouldn’t ask the same of her priestesses. 

Daphine brought up the rear, lagging behind. Watching her, Sethe wondered if she knew he stood there waiting. For a moment he thought not, for she nearly passed him. She stopped and faced him. 

“My Lord.” Daphine risked glancing toward the backs of the departing priestesses, then back into the chapel. She squared her shoulders and took a step away, putting distance between them. “You desire to worship Zudiat this morning?” She arched an eyebrow. 

The stern Goddess standing watch over them failed to dampen his desire for Daphine. Sethe’s cock twitched. “I could spend hours worshipping the perfection of your flesh, but I don’t think that’s what the Goddess had in mind.” 

Her cheeks flushed. 

Sethe stepped forward. He clasped her hand, twining her fingers with his to keep her from fleeing. “Can we talk?” Three closed doors lined the far edge of the chapel. He hoped one of them led to a private room. Though the statue of the Goddess didn’t quell his ardor, neither did it inspire him to the words he knew he must say. 

Daphine’s small, pink tongue darted out to lick her lower lip. Sethe tried not to groan with frustration. She glanced back toward the doors, then around the temple. “There are private rooms over there.” She gestured to the three doors with her free hand. 

Sethe fought the urge to pull her close and wrap his arms around her. Instead, he nodded. “All right. Take us there.” 

Trepidation radiated from Daphine in waves. She kept glancing around, even up at the statue, as if she might be spotted. The High Priestess’ words filled his mind, and Sethe wondered if the older woman had spoken so harshly to Daphine. He fought against the anger threatening to rise inside him. Daphine deserved free will, not to have her life dictated by a woman who shielded herself from life. It pained him to think of Daphine stuck in this temple, away from the villagers, him, forever. Her breathy cries echoed in his memory. The way her slick pussy fisted around his cock nearly drove him to hurry her into the room so he could take her up against the wall. A woman as passionate as her shouldn’t be kept away from life. Not like this. Not against her will. 

Daphine led them into the room and closed the door. A low couch sat along one wall. Murals depicting various scenes from Zudiat’s life covered the walls. In once picture she passed out bread to the poor. In another, she blessed a young infant. Fertile fields and full bellies came from the cycle of life. From where else did infants come if they didn’t start as the seeds of love planted in passion? Sethe sat on the low couch and stretched his legs before him. 

Daphine released her fingers from his and stepped backward until she nearly crossed the small room. “Why did you come here?” Her taut nipples pressed against the fabric of the robe, and she fisted her hands in it, as if to keep from reaching for him. 

“To see you.” 

“You’ve seen me. Now go away.” She looked back toward the door, but didn’t move. 

Sethe rose to his feet. Across from him Daphine trembled like a newborn fawn. He crossed the two steps to reach her. “You’re shaking. Of what do you have to be afraid?” Reaching out, he wrapped his arms around her. 

In spite of her reluctance, she leaned against him. Her breasts, with their diamond-hard nipples, flattened against her chest. Her soft stomach against his hard cock nearly undid him. Biting his lip, he forced himself to be gentle, not to press her against the wall and fuck her over the picture of her Goddess. She burrowed into his warmth. Tentatively, her arms wrapped around him. “Of myself.” 

He nearly missed her soft whisper. He cupped her chin with his fingers and tilted her face so she looked at him. “Why are you afraid of yourself? Why can’t you just let things happen between us?” He brushed his lips across hers, and even that brief taste heated his blood. “You haven’t taken vows yet.” 

“But I will.” She sighed, and her eyelids fluttered closed. “I came to the temple so sure of my vocation, so determined to serve the Goddess. And now, in your arms, I want to throw that all away. For what? You’ll find a consort, and I’ll be a defiled priestess.” She shook her head. “I won’t do it. I can’t do it.” 

The pain in her words tore at him. Like him, she found herself trapped by other people’s expectations. “But right now we can pretend. I’m not a prince, and you’re not a priestess.” He stepped forward, pressing her against the wall. “I want to be inside you so badly I ache.” 

Her breath hitched at his words. 

“Would you like that? To have me inside you.” 

She nodded. 

Sethe kissed her. Hunger built as he plundered her lips. He swallowed her breathy cry, his tongue delving into her mouth. She returned the kiss, fingers clenching on his shoulders, mouth open beneath his. Her tongue stroked his, drawing it deeper into her mouth until she sucked on it. 

Sethe fought for control. His cock pounded. Sliding his hand down her neck and shoulder, he cupped one breast in his hand. The nipple pressed against his thumb, and he stroked it, the peak hardening with a stroke of his fingers. Her hips moved against him. He couldn’t wait. He should slow down, show her how wonderful it could be, but the rush of blood in his veins wouldn’t let him. He wanted her now. 

He slid his other hand beneath her ass, helping her lift one leg around his waist. Daphine needed no encouragement. She wrapped both legs around his waist. Sethe pulled his lips away long enough to whisper in her ear. “Hang on.” He held her tight against him as he turned and crossed the room to the low couch. Sitting, he draped her over his chest so she straddled him. His hand palmed her ass. 

Daphine pulled off her robe. She wore nothing underneath, and his mouth went dry. How could the Goddess not grant them the right to share in the beauty of each other’s bodies? It seemed blasphemous not to. His fingers slid between her legs to her wet, swollen labia. She shuddered, biting off a cry as he slid a finger inside to stroke her clit. With his other hand, he unfastened his trousers. 

There wasn’t time to remove shirt or boots. His cock sprang eagerly through the opening. Sethe thrust two fingers inside her and stroked. God, she was so responsive, so beautiful. Her hips bucked. She swallowed her cries, not wanting them to be heard beyond the walls of the room. 

“Please,” she whispered. Her hands clutched at him, fisting in his shirt to stroke him through the fabric. Daphine caressed his cheeks, then slid her fingers into his hair, pulling his head toward her breast. “Please, Sethe, please.” 

The use of his first name shook him. Grabbing her hips, he held her poised above his cock. A drop of fluid leaked out the tip, and he clenched his teeth to keep from taking her like a wild animal. Leaning forward, he latched on to a hard nipple and sucked as he lowered her onto his cock. 

By the gods, she felt good, her pussy clenching his organ as he slid deeper into her. 

Daphine braced her hands on his shoulder, trying to move. His hands on her waist kept her still long enough for him to press balls-deep into her. He sat there for a moment, sucking hard on a nipple. She clenched her hands on his shoulder, her pussy milking him. She was close—so close—to orgasm. He dipped a finger between her legs and pressed her clit. 

Daphine came with a shriek. She shuddered around him, her violent spasms shaking him. It took all his control not to surge upward, taking himself with her. Instead, he watched as she came on him. Her juices soaked his trousers. At last he could take no more. Turning his attention to her other breast, he grabbed her hips and thrust. 

She bounced on his cock, eager in spite of her release. He fucked her, desperate to come inside her body. His balls drew tight against his body. The familiar tingling began in the base of his spine, and he stiffened. A roar of triumph threatened to break lose and he captured her lips, forcing her to swallow his cry of release. His cock pumped warm seed into her body, and he held her tight, buried deep within her, and never wanted to let go. 

At last, he loosened his hold and leaned against the arm of the couch. Looking up at Daphine, he thought he never saw a more beautiful woman in his life. Her hair hung in disarray around her face, and a rosy glow covered her flesh. A small love bite began on her breast where he nipped her. His cock lay still half hard inside her. 

Daphine glanced down at him and swallowed hard. Slowly, she stepped away, grabbing at the wall for a few moments until she retrieved her robe and covered herself. “I won’t throw my vows away without a place to go. I will not dishonor my father,” she said. “I’m sorry, Sethe, my prince. I’m sorry.” She glanced up at the picture of the Goddess, and with the sheen of tears in her eyes, hurried out of the room. 

Sethe stared at the closed door and wondered how to convince her to become his queen. 

Chapter Three 
Sitting in the masculine confines of his father’s war room, Sethe felt completely at ease. He leaned back in the leather chair and stretched his legs in front of him, crossing them at the ankles. Various maps sat scattered on a teak table between the two men, a half-empty bottle of watered wine and two empty goblets sitting on top of reports. Returned from his trip, his father, the king, sat beside him. 

“I hear you’re defying your mother again,” he said, a grin on his face. “You know you’re going to have to marry soon. I won’t have talk of you abdicating your position as heir.” 

The humor in his father’s voice gave way to a stern order. “I know. And I’ve found someone.” 

“Really? And your mother doesn’t know.” The king poured himself another glass of watered wine. He sipped. “Who is she?” 

“A Zudiat priestess. Actually, it was a blessing you were away on your trip. I wouldn’t have met her otherwise.” 

The king sucked in a harsh breath. “Do you know what you’re doing, son? Be careful.” 

“My grandfather married a Zudiat priestess. I’m sure—” 

“Your grandfather did what he had to do to end a war. You need to do no such thing, and I can’t see why you would anger the temple with something so foolish. There are many women out there, a number of whom would make valuable allies and consorts.” He frowned. 

“And none of whom I like.” Sethe sighed and leaned back. Of his parents, he expected his father to understand. 

“Does she agree to be your bride?” 

“I haven’t asked her.” Sethe picked up the empty glass and stared into its depths. “I don’t know.” 

“Ask her. Then we’ll deal with the consequences.” His father picked up the voluminous stack of reports. 

Sethe knew a dismissal when he saw it. “Thank you,” he said as he rose to his feet. He walked out of his father’s war room feeling far brighter than he had in days. 

* * * * * 
Kneeling before her High Priestess, Daphine kept her gaze focused on the floor. Tapestries shrouded the stone walls of the High Priestess’ personal chamber, each one depicting one of the stories of Zudiat’s life. Daphine tried not to think upon the tapestries, this chamber, all of which might be hers if she stayed in the order. My father might have been proud of me to be selected as a priestess, but surely he wouldn’t want me to stay where I’m not happy. After meeting Sethe, Daphine knew she’d never be happy cloistered within these walls. 

“Rise, Daphine. You’re nearly a full priestess. There’s no need for you to act like a young novice,” Solindari said. 

Daphine saw the smile on the High Priestess’ face and her heart fell. “There’s something I need to tell you.” She forced her voice to remain steady. “I will not be taking vows. I cannot enter into Zudiat’s service.” 

Solindari nodded. “I expected as much, Daphine.” She rose to her feet and rested a hand on Daphine’s shoulder. “The Goddess does not take those unwilling to make the sacrifices. Your honesty is most appreciated. Are you sure?” 

Daphine nodded. “Yes. I am sure.” Just saying the words imbued her with strength. She wanted to shout her decision from the parapets, race to the castle and beg to see the prince. 

“You will leave the temple with what you arrived with, yourself. We will provide one traveling robe, which is what you are wearing. Go in peace and may the Goddess bless you.” 

The finality of the High Priestess’ words should have bothered her. Instead, they freed her. “Thank you.” She turned and left Solindari’s rooms with her head held high. In the corridor she passed no one as she made her way to the central temple. 

The tapestries on the walls failed to move her as they had when she was younger. Instead, she saw them as scenes from a life she wouldn’t live. A draft chilled her feet as she crossed the stone floor, and the scent of incense itched her nose. She ached to be outside, to be with Sethe again, with nothing between them. 

She hurried into the central temple. Two novices, both too young to have their monthly courses, knelt before the temple, lips moving fervently in prayer. There would be others. Her own years raised in the temple’s care seemed so long away now it seemed strange that she might have been so young, and so devoted as these young girls. They didn’t look up from their prayers, and Daphine hurried past, anxious to be outside the temple. Her newfound freedom called to her, and she couldn’t wait to see the prince. 

* * * * * 
A familiar figure walked up the flagstone path leading to the temple doors. Daphine rushed to the gate, her smile bright enough to rival the sun. Her robe whipped around her ankles and she grabbed it and pulled it above her knees so she could run easier. Sethe stopped. He stood there, staring at the closed gate. An emerald cloak tied at one shoulder hung behind him. In dress boots and a uniform, he cut a handsome figure and people stopped to stare. 

Daphine flung open the gate and passed through, heedless of the iron hasp clanking back into place. 

Sethe remained still. 

Daphine slowed, worry over riding the joy filling her. He didn’t move, didn’t say anything. She stumbled on the flagstones, her soft slippers better suited to the smooth temple floors than the street. She stopped. “My prince.” She curtseyed low, letting the skirt of her robe fall into place. “I’m glad you’re here.” 

“Priestess.” He nodded, acknowledging her. “Is there somewhere we can talk?” 

His curt manner worried her. Daphine pointed to a small barn off to the side, used to house the carriage before the High Priestess took it out. “We can go over there.” 

He gestured for her to lead the way, and she did so, her trepidation growing with each step. As she opened the door to the building, she checked to be sure they were alone. They were, and she led him to a wooden bench just inside. The heavy stable door closed behind them, leaving them in near dark. 

Daphine sat. 

Sethe took a seat next to her. Reaching for her, he tangled his fingers with hers. “There’s something I have to tell you.” He squeezed her hands gently, a reassuring gesture that was anything but. 

Daphine nodded. “All right. What is it?” All her earlier joy fizzled in light of Sethe’s solemn mood. 

Sethe released one of her hands to caress her cheek. She turned toward the touch, her eyelids fluttering closed. “If I worried you, I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t want to do this out in public.” Sethe slid from the bench and dropped to one knee. 

Daphine’s heart hammered in her chest. With his warm hands gripping hers, and down on one knee, all the romantic stories told to children came rushing back to her. The gallant prince. The sweet maiden. Surely he wouldn’t ask for her hand. It wouldn’t work. As much as she wanted it to, a prince destined to be king wouldn’t marry a priestess, even a disgraced one such as herself. 

“Daphine, I’ve searched this kingdom and others looking for the right woman to sit by my side and take the mantle of my consort. Highborn and low have vied for the claim. Yet none of them have captured my heart, my soul as you have. I love you, my Priestess of desire. I love you, Daphine. Will you be my consort and when I become king will you rule as queen beside me?” 

Daphine’s breath caught in her throat. For long moments she stared at Sethe, half afraid to believe what she had just heard. He looked at her, a nervous expectancy in his gaze that set her heart pounding in her chest. “Yes!” she said. “Oh thank the Goddess, YES!” She launched herself at him. 

Sethe’s hands wrapped around her waist. He pulled her down, sprawling her over his body. The ridge of his hard cock pressed against her stomach, his lips raining tiny kisses over her forehead, her cheeks, her closed eyelids, and finally her lips. His mouth settled on hers, and it felt like coming home. His tongue traced the seal of her lips, and she opened her mouth with a sigh. 

Hungrily she kissed him, half afraid he might change his mind. Rocking, she shimmied so his erection pressed against her panties. She rubbed against him as moisture gathered in her pussy and dampened the soft fabric separating them. She never imagined he would propose, her prince, that he would make her his queen. 

His tongue stroked hers, his hands tugging at her robe. She lifted her arms and he tossed the material aside. One tug on her panties and the material ripped. Naked, she straddled him, her hands just as eager on the belt securing his tunic. Clothes flew everywhere until soon, she felt the delicious sensation of flesh against flesh. 

Sethe palmed her ass, his lips never leaving hers. Her breasts brushed against his chest, the exquisite sensation hardening her nipples. The dirt floor, the darkness, all of it faded away as she loved the man beneath her. Her hands flattened on his ribs, stroking, rubbing, down to his hips. She undulated on him, her slick folds caressing his cock with each stroke. His woodsy scent filled her nose, his taste on her lips. 

He moaned as she pulled away, trailing her lips over his strong jaw. She nibbled on his neck, laving his Adam’s apple with her tongue, then down to his collarbone. His flat pecs deserved attention, and she swirled her tongue over his nipples. 

Sethe reached for her. He cupped her breasts in his hands, testing their weight. With his thumbs, he caressed her nipples, pinching them into tight little peaks before stroking them again. 

Daphine suckled him, imagining it was his lips on her nipples. She delighted in the husky groans he made, the buck of his hips when she touched a sensitive spot. Her fingers danced over his flesh, following the arrow of hair past his navel, then lower, until she wrapped her fingers around his cock. Sethe’s low groan only spurred her own desire. 

She stroked him, base to tip, her lips descending ever lower. Moisture filled her pussy, her labia slick and plump with desire. Every inch of her body tingled, like what she felt at holy mass, only more urgent and more real. Her breath hissed from between clenched teeth when he reached for her, pulling her leg back toward his shoulder. He moved then, and settled his lips against her pussy. 

Daphine moaned. His tongue speared into her, the action leaving no doubt as to his desires. Wrapping her lips around his cock, she drew it deep into her mouth. She laved it with her tongue, drawing tiny sounds of pleasure from her prince. The sensitive underside she sucked, until he thrust beneath her, and then she swallowed him, drawing her lips down his length until they were flush with his body. She hummed her pleasure. 

She ate him, each slide of her lips over his cock making her think of him thrusting his rod into her slick channel. Beneath her, Sethe drew her clit into his mouth, sucking on it until she whimpered against him. Pleasure pounded through her veins. She bucked her hips, wanting to come. 

Two fingers found their way inside her, and she worked herself on the thick digits. Sethe spread his legs, and she cupped his balls, stroking the tender skin behind. Everything he did to her, she wanted to do to him, until they both went up in flames. Her body clenched, pulsed. And then she came, shudders racing through her. Pleasure so intense she thought she might black out roared though her. She grazed his cock with her teeth, and Sethe stiffened beneath her. Cupping his balls, she felt them draw closer to his body. 

“Oh Goddess,” he moaned an instant before his cock pulsed in her mouth. Warm streams of come coated the back of her throat, and she swallowed greedily, each drop a sacrament. She licked him clean, then slid down his body. Her cunt still ached for him. 

When she looked in Sethe’s eyes what she saw nearly took her breath away. Love, pure love shone from his gaze. Almost reverently he cupped her breasts. 

“I want you inside me,” Daphine said. 

Sethe’s cock hardened. Reaching between her legs, she stroked him to readiness, his hands never leaving her breasts. He looked beautiful, sweat dampening the hair along his forehead, his body flushed with pleasure. Slowly, she lowered herself on him. Her head fell back with ecstasy. Her soft moans filled the air. 

Sethe grabbed her hips. He thrust, slowly at first, then building up momentum, until Daphine’s breasts bounced and her tiny cries came in time with the thrusts. “Yes. Yes. Oh Goddess, yes,” she whimpered. 

Her pussy tightened around him, and then ripples of pleasure rolled through her body. Sitting atop him, she spasmed, her channel milking his cock. Sethe stiffened. His guttural cries echoed in her ears, and his warm seed filled her. Daphine leaned forward and collapsed against his chest. 

Sethe’s arms wrapped around her and held her close. Her panting breaths slowed. 

The door creaked open. 

Daphine looked toward it, suddenly afraid of being found out. Sethe’s arms tightened. 

A man wearing the royal colors peeked inside. “My Lord,” he said. “My apologies. I was just checking to be sure you hadn’t come to any harm.” An embarrassed flush crept over his cheeks. 

“As you can see, I’m just fine. If you will wait outside.” Sethe gestured to the door, his other hand never leaving Daphine. 

“Yes, My Lord. Of course, My Lord.” He started to step away from the door. “And shall I announce to your parents that you have found your consort?” 

Daphine’s amused chuckle followed the man out the door. She cupped Sethe’s face in her hand. “I don’t know,” she said. “Shall he?” She kissed him then, leaving no doubt as to the answer. 

