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There were nine of them in total; tough, bearded, battle hardened men. All southern. Born on Mediterranean shores. Except for one. They called him the force; a man of such unnatural strength and speed and fearlessness that many believed he’d been touched by the Gods. His beard was flecked gold. His eyes were a deep and penetrating blue. To those that really knew him he went by the name Dax. A warrior without equal. A man the eight others would follow into danger in a blink. And there’d been plenty of that on their epic travels. Monstrous foes had been slain. Good souls saved. Many a seemingly impossible situation faced. And not once had they doubted their leader.

A fire crackled radiating its delicious warmth. The men sat not far from it around a gnarly old table. All worn leathers and furs and bulging biceps. A rugged, imposing lot. They’d ridden in on an incessant squall. The tavern at first appearing through the swirling sheets of rain like the hallucination of a fevered mind. But no, they’d not been deceived, the building had solidified in front of them, an answer to their prayers. In it they’d found shelter and warmth and generous hospitality. And of course plenty of drink.

“More mead!” bellowed Ionidas, slamming his empty tankard down on the wooden table and belching loudly.

A smooth skinned boy hurried over with a pitcher as enormous as the previous three the men had already sunken. He disappeared for an instant, then was back with another plate piled high with the same steaming hot pies the empty bellied warriors had taken to like vultures.

“Tell me tavern boy,” said Leandro, the youngest of the group. “Are your women the slim hipped kind or the fuller more rounded sort?”

“Like you’re so discerning,” smirked Athos. “You’ll fuck them either way.”

“And you won’t?” Leandro smirked right back.

“Aye, I will, and the hairier the cunt the better.”

“Your women do have cunts, don’t they?” asked Urberon of the boy in jest.

“Go, save your ears. These troglodytes are beneath you,” said Constantine, waving away the youth still standing by the table.

“Don’t pretend you’re above us, brother,” said Stellios, wrapping an affectionate arm around the older man’s shoulder. “You’ll drink from the trough when the moment comes – just like we all will.”

“He won’t just drink, he’ll slurp,” said Titus (a boulder of man), doing just that as he emptied half his tankard with one gulp.

It had the men laughing. It had the tavern filled with their chortling guffaws.

“Well, brothers,” said Leandro, standing. “As entertaining an evening this has been, I mean to find an answer to my question and take care of a certain itch.”

“Sit,” said Dax. One look at those blue eyes. One look to the man at the head of the table and Leandro was doing so. “There’ll be plenty of time for all that. But the storm still rages. Tonight we rest.”

“And drink!” cried Ionidas, holding up his tankard in toast.

Dax gave a nod, held up his own. “To us band of brothers. And the adventures that still await us.”

“Aye!” toasted the men in unison, bumping sloshing tankards, gulping down the liquid over spilling their cups.

They’d go on talking long into the night – drinking the tavern dry (and eating most of its food too) – reminiscing about past victories and narrow escapes till the flames of the fire were nothing but a low simmer, not knowing that their tight bond and iron wills were about to be tested like never before.

The creak of a floorboard and quick as a flash Dax’s sword was drawn as his eyes burst open.

“Who goes there?” he asked, bleary eyed half taking in the lightened room and the cloaked figure now standing not a foot from his razor-sharp blade.

A hood was lowered on pale blonde curls. A face as pretty and delicate as a summer rose.

“I come on behalf of the Queen,” said the young woman. “She invites you to meet her.” Casting her gaze a little wider at the men slumped at the very same table they’d drunk themselves to a stupor. “All of you.”

“A queen you say,” said Dax sceptically. He lowered his sword, allowing the fair maiden to approach and hand him an envelope with a red wax seal. He broke it with a finger still eyeing the young beauty, before looking to the smooth textured paper he slid free. Swirly gold lettering read: I’m curious to meet you proud warrior. You and your men’s impressive feats precede you. Come, be my guests, let us get to know one another. Signed, Queen Cristabel.

Dax passed the piece of paper on to Constantine, the first of the men besides him to properly wake. The others were beginning to stir, rubbing eyes, yawning, clutching throbbing foreheads. The young woman spotted Leandro staring her way with a lusty twinkle.

“So you will come?” she asked, turning back to Dax.

“An invitation from a queen,” he said, sheathing his sword, glancing at Constantine still examining the letter. “How could we possibly refuse.”

Yesterday’s relentless rain had stopped. Though a thick fog shrouded the cobbled streets.

“There is an eeriness about this place,” said Constantine to Dax as they and the seven others rode on behind the cloaked woman atop her grey steed. “Too quiet. Too still.”

Dax glanced up at the turreted tops of buildings looming through the greyness. “It is your imagination, brother. It is early and the weather keeps the locals inside.”

Constantine itched the tip of his nose. “And this queen. What do you suppose she wants with us?”

“I take her at her word. We’ve achieved much. Our names have spread far. She is curious.”

“But how could she know of us? We arrived only yesterday. I saw no scouts.”

“A local from the tavern most likely.”

Constantine’s expression was doubtful. “Maybe. Or maybe darker forces.”

“Brother, relax. If there is danger we will face it and overcome it as we always do.” As he spoke these words, Leandro rode up and past, settling next to the girl. “Never misses a chance,” smiled Dax.

“He’s like a hound in heat,” said Constantine a tad witheringly.

“Brother, we’ve all been there.”

The two men watched Leandro lean to the girl. No doubt try and woo her with some lines he had stocked and ready to go. Rarely did they fail him. But on this occasion there was no turn of the head. No reaction seemingly whatsoever.

“It seems our boy will be chasing his bone a little longer,” smiled Constantine.

“No luck?” asked Dax as Leandro dropped back.

“Not a squeak. Not even a smile.” A shake of the head. “Already she drives me wild.”

“Boy, you were born wild,” muttered Constantine.

Dax chuckled, then said to Leandro, “Any woman worth her salt requires some finessing. Let it be a lesson in patience.”

Constantine, overhearing, snorted. “Ha! Patience from mighty Dax to whom women drop at his feet. How many is it in one night? Five? Six?”

“Seven actually,” said Dax, showing no little pride. “But tis by the by, I’ve had to wait.” A pause then. “A few hours at least.”

And the three men were breaking into laughter. An end to their palaver they rode on through a great open gated arch, along an avenue of trees where the cobbles smoothed out to dusky golden paving. They rounded a big fountain with water spurting high from cherubic mouths. Then they were slowing and stopping, their cloaked guide dismounting as all nine men craned their necks to the imposing dark stoned building before them. Its several spired towers disappeared into the fog covered heavens. Its heavy solemnity more in keeping with a cathedral than palace. Eyes on it, the men dismounted.

“A house built by the Gods,” said Athos, staring in awe.

“Or the devil,” murmured Constantine.

“This way,” said the girl, beginning up several flights of stone steps.

Leandro was the first to go after her. The other men – leaving the horses drinking from the fountain – followed, but not without a wary look from Constantine to Dax. Admittedly it was all a little queer; not another soul but the girl. But Dax’s curiosity was piqued. A fairy tale palace. A queen. Who would turn back now?

Elegantly crafted flaming bronze oil burning sconces every several strides on opposing walls, lit the corridor you could run two chariots through and still have room to spare. The floor was a black onyx – like the calmest of night seas. The walls themselves a lustrous gold with ornate patterned swirls.

The band of warriors walked the corridor in gawping silence. The pale haired girl leading, a dreamlike figure in the flickering flamelight, not looking back, not doubting that they were following. If there was hesitation, if there was a wary twitch that had a few of the men clutching the hilts of their swords as they walked, then a stronger force drew them forward. It had their hearts beating that bit heavier, their blood coursing that bit faster.

“You smell that?” asked Octavian.

A perfumed honeysuckle scent filled their nostrils. Stirred something deep and primal and lust filled within each of them. Tilting their noses to the intoxicating scent, the pace of their strides increased without them even realising it. The corridor opened into a huge high-ceilinged room in which solid gold dripped from every nook and cranny like candle wax run to dry. At its far end several steps led up to a higher tier upon which nine chairs sat empty. High backed and velvet cushioned and made of some dark sturdy looking wood, the chairs were impressive enough, but it was the one at their centre, sparkling in gem stoned glory that inevitably captured the eye.

“That’s far enough,” said the girl, stopping the men before the ascending steps and continuing up. As she did so, she untied the cloak, nudged it from her shoulders revealing a shiny silver slip of a dress, a nubile body of such creamy sensuality that if any man hadn’t felt a yearning ache, they felt it now. They took in the crisscrossing straps of sandals climbing foal like legs. They took in the back of smooth thighs, the slight sway of hips and the exquisite curves of bare shoulders. She sat herself on one of the end chairs and, as she did so, several more women appeared on the platform – and not just any women, but women of that same rare beauty.

They wore the same matching silver slips. Baring lithe sinuous bodies and acres of silky-smooth flesh. Whether dark or fair, their complexions were flawless, their hair lustrous. Who are these wonderous creatures? wondered Dax as the women took their seats above.

“Have we died and gone to heaven?” asked Urberon, staring as raptured as all the men stared.

“Angels. They are angels,” said Octavian. “Earth cannot possibly create such perfection.”

“Believe it, brother, for they are flesh and blood,” said Stellios. “And it almost pains the eye to look, does it not?”

Not pains so much, thought Dax, more a deep and persistent throb beating heavier and heavier. He tore his gaze (with some effort) from the gorgeous creatures seated above, seeing the bright-eyed gleam in his men’s enthralled faces. Even Constantine, who’d arrived with such doubt, showed none of it, staring slack jawed towards a brunette beauty. If this gave any pause, any reason to slap a few of the men out of their stupefaction – perhaps even pull back – then it disappeared at a certain someone’s arrival.

A golden crown sat atop hair the burnished copper of a spectacular sunset. Her dress, intricately patterned in shades of coral and sapphire and deep amber, was high collared and flowing. Her skin radiant. Her movement as she descended the steps to the throne chair, poise personified. Dax had seen much on his travels, experienced much, but a sight more heart judderingly impactful – never. And for one long moment the world narrowed to only her.

Queen Cristabel sat, her gaze drifting along the line of men assembled before her, coming to fix on their blue eyed, fair haired leader.

“The legend that is Dax and his brave band of warriors. I have heard much about you,” she said in a voice of such rich velvety quality, of such assuredness, that it filled one’s head, overtook one’s thoughts entirely. A weaker man might have dropped right there and proclaimed his allegiance and lifelong servitude. Many had done. But Dax’s tree trunks of thighs remained steadily rooted.

“I hope not all bad,” he said.

There was the glimpse of a smile to make a man forget all he’d ever wanted and quested for, then she was rising, slowly descending the lower tier of steps in an effortless motion that seemed to slow time itself. She stopped not a foot from him, her eyes – gleaming as dark as gemstones – wandering down then back up over him.

“You do not disappoint,” she said.

“Nor you.” Had anyone spoken to her with such informality? From the slight rise of an eyebrow, Dax suspected not.

“Warrior of warriors. Slayer of monsters. Overthrower of tyrants and saviour of the oppressed. A few of the words I’ve heard spoken in your name.”

“And the others?” asked Dax.

A pause, then firmly still meeting his gaze, “Womaniser. Philanderer. Barbarous heathen whose bloodlust is only matched in his appetite for the opposite sex.”

“Mere idle chitchat,” said Dax. The rising shadow of a smile at his lips, giving away that every one of the descriptions held at least some truth.

“Hmm, I see,” said Cristabel, closing the two paces between them and reaching out, wrapping her fingers round the hilt of the sword at his hip. Any man who had the temerity to attempt such a hairbrained thing would have had his arm broken and been knocked unconscious to the floor. But this was no man. The mesmerising beauty eased the sword free from its sheath in the smoothest of motions, weighed its heaviness in her hands a moment, then tilted its glinting blade to her eye for inspection, and Dax did nothing but stare.

“You have killed many with this sword?” she asked.

“Only those for whom the fates willed it.”

“And what do the fates have willed for you?” she asked, turning the sharp blade to his gullet.

Dax sensed his men immediately reaching for their own swords, and held out a great big downturned palm to calm them. “Who can say but the Gods,” he said, showing not a flicker of fear as he held the beguiling beauty’s eye. Would he have been quick enough should she decide to slash his throat and leave him to bleed out. Perhaps. Perhaps not. And yet not for one moment did he make to step back and give himself a chance. Because already there was an urge that went beyond rational thought. Already there was the strongest compulsion to meet whatever she challenged him with.

The Queen lowered the sword, slid it smoothly back into the scabbard at Dax’s hip. “I suppose the fates have decided it’s not your day,” she said, dark eyes shining, a hint of a smile curving her lips.

Dax watched her ascend the steps, hips swaying hypnotically as she returned to her throne chair.

“It will be a great joy to host you brave warriors,” she said. “You will find comfort and calm. No monsters or tyrants. Only me and my women who very much look forward to getting to know you.”

“Likewise,” said Dax, speaking for his men, though he needn’t have, their enchanted gazes spoke for themselves.

Queen Cristabel broke into a full smile. And in that instant Dax’s breathing stopped. His heart stilled. She is radiance. A goddess from the heavens, nothing less.

“Tonight we will feast and share a little drink. Until then feel free to acquaint yourselves with your surrounds. Servants, show the men to their rooms.”

Such had been the men’s focus on the silky splendour of the women above them that they hadn’t noticed the two young men – in simple red tunic like garb – standing not far behind them. They duly followed their lead, all except for Dax that was, who stood several seconds longer, eye lingering on the one that was Cristabel – a woman, a queen, a revelation – till finally with a tip of his head he turned.

The bedrooms were large and luxurious, containing a four-poster bed with velvet covering and plump pillows and an alcove in which a shiny copper bathtub sat big enough to fit three normal sized men. The floor remained black marble throughout. The colour scheme the same rich reds and oranges, yellows and golds. Each man had a room to themselves. Not since the great walled city of Palsera and the rescuing of a sultan’s daughter from a sect of cannibalistic madmen had they dwelt in such splendour.

Tunic like robes of a fine silken red were laid out on the beds. After months of travel through dust and rain and mud, not one of the men were hesitant in removing their furs and bathing their naked bodies in the soothing warmth of the bathtubs. Nor were they averse to the feel of the tunic’s soft fabric against muscular bodies that glistened fresh from their soaks.

Though there were chuckles and plenty of larky comment at sight of one another, as mocking as their words might have been, there was no menace, only fond affection and shared solidarity in their transformation from fierce looking warriors to musclebound men of leisure.

“Let us only hope the women remain as undressed,” said Ionidas.

He need not have worried on that count. The silky skinned sirens silver slips had been replaced by dress that was lacy and clingy with thin gold straps and lining of the short hems. Only Queen Cristabel in a glittering black gown split at both thighs wore anything of modest length. And how mesmeric she looked, thought Dax, unable to take his eyes from her that first second onward.

After a meal in which the men ate and talked and stared much, and the women picked from the glut of food like sparrows in midwinter, the group moved on to a more intimate space, with low backed curved seating and a mirrored ceiling above. Here closer connections formed as voices dropped to husky, breathy whispers, and tactile hands roamed.

“We have landed on our feet, have we not, brother?” said Dax, still looking at Cristabel directly looking at him as she conversed with two of her women.

Constantine, to whom he was speaking, had his own distractions; a caramel skinned beauty with chestnut locks beckoned him with a finger.

“Go,” said Dax, seeing where his attention lay and clapping him on the back. “Enjoy yourself.”

He watched his friend – a man who would overthink the direction in which the wind blew were he left alone – be led by baser desires. Then his gaze was immediately back on Cristabel. There was no beckoning finger. This woman was a queen. Men were drawn to her without needing prompting. As it was for Dax, who began towards her, only to see her turn, breezily wander on in sultry step. There was no question of not going after her, and so Dax followed, his progress hindered by the very same lovelies who’d been chatting to her.

One took his hand. The other stroked his cheek.

“Come sit, have drink with us why don’t you?” said the one giving an insistent tug of his hand.

“We will make it worth your while,” whispered the other close at an ear, her pointy nipples pressing hard at his side.

Beyond them Dax saw Cristabel turn, look towards him with the suggestion of a smile, then disappear out a doorway. “Excuse my haste, ladies, but I think there are others who will appreciate your time more.”

He eased his hand free and pushed through the lithesome pairs pawing grasp. If it was some kind of test, he’d jumped the first hurdle. He left the room behind, strode in the direction he’d last seen Cristabel. It brought him out on to a wide balcony where a ghostly fog still blanketed the air. Through it he glimpsed the womanly silhouette, two arms outstretched and softly gripping the balcony’s thick stone parapet, tresses tumbling behind in waves of glossy copper. Dax came to an abrupt stop, throat tight, words – so many beguiling words he wanted to express only a moment ago – gone.

“You know a man has been killed for far less than sneaking up on a queen,” said Cristabel, without turning.

“I don’t doubt it. And yet, I see no one here to protect you.”

“I have a whole army of men willing to die for me. I need only whistle and they’ll come running.”

“But no king?”

Now she turned, fixing those dark and mysterious eyes on the blue of his own. If there was a chill in the air, Dax did not feel it. The white fog drifted around him like steam in a sauna.

“It is the tenant. They way of things,” she said. “A queen above all.”

“Must get lonely.”

A twitch of a smile suggested amusement. “I have many a well trained male servant to meet my needs.”

“Well trained maybe, but I have travelled much, seen much, learnt much.” Yet never gazed on anything as beautiful as you, thought Dax, losing his train of thought.

She came towards him, her sensuous curves stopping not more than inch from his hulking frame. He caught a whiff of her spine-tingling scent. He felt his cock throb beneath his tunic.

“Are you seeking to serve me as one my male submissives?”

The word submissive, it was everything Dax was not. Yet there was a strong urge to strip naked and offer himself to this woman. “What I want is to ravish you,” he said.

A chuckle as delightful as the distant toll of bells. “It seems I was right in my assessment. All blood and lust.”

“Only lust…for you.” A pause. A moment of stillness in which a crackling chemistry danced between them. “Can I kiss you?”

“A man who has slaughtered the nine headed Hydra, asking permission for a simple kiss?”

Dax, taking this an invitation, leaned to taste her lips. But Cristabel had other ideas, tilting away at the last. There was the curl of a smile. She was playing with him. And the realisation only made Dax pulse for her.

“Patience is a virtue all men must learn. It is not their pleasure that’s important.”

“Patience,” repeated Dax, thinking of his earlier conversation with Leandro – and how hollow his advice seemed now in the presence of this woman. “It is overrated,” he said, breathing a little huskily.

Behind from inside there was the sound of trickling laughter, the rise and fall of conversation. But he heard none of it. His entirety was absorbed on her.

“For the stars might fall out of the sky this very night and take everything we have ever known with them. Live. Enjoy. Be in the moment.”

“You have a lyrical tongue, heroic warrior. But it will not bed me as I’m sure it has bedded so many others.”

Dax’s turn to smile, though such was his yearning it disguised a bittersweet ache.

“Then I will wait. Prove myself to you.” And even as he spoke the words his body was urging anything but.

Cristabel seemed to sense it – a faint smile rising at her lips, an inner light glinting within the dark orbs of her eyes. “I look for toward it,” she said.

And with that she was brushing past him and away. It took Dax untold willpower not to grab her, claim her, do what every fibre of his being willed him to do. Alone he was aware of the heaviness of his breathing, the strong beating of his heart. He let them both slow. He let the fog cool the heat of his skin and the fire at his loins. Only then felt able to venture back inside.
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“Marie, does a name slip off the tongue so sweet?”

“If it is sweetness that you speak, then Gwendolyne is the apotheosis – her face as delicate as a petal, her body a honeypot of delights.”

“Delights? Astrid’s breasts they are wonder up there with the hanging gardens of Demmira or the great pyramids of Lizer.”

“If it so, then Ursula’s legs deserve a monument of their own.”

And so on it went, the talk of the men nothing short of gushing. They sat devouring a generous breakfast buffet, still not believing their luck. A glistening palace of beautiful women and bountiful food and beds as comfortable as any man had experienced. Someone up there in the heavens had favoured them indeed. A clearer head might have counselled caution. A leader might have led and warned of too much of a good thing. But Dax wasn’t thinking clearly.

He stood at a teardrop window staring out on a day that had dawned overcast, but clear of yesterday’s fog. He stood staring out at majestic snow topped mountains and a lake of such still tranquillity that its silver waters had a soporific, hypnotising effect. He was barely aware of his men’s voices behind, much less the subject matter of their conversation. His infatuated thoughts were of one thing and one thing only: Cristabel.

“Nothing to add our fearless leader?” came the voice behind.

Still his eyes remained fixed on that silver sheen.

“Dax?” said Stellios.

“Hmm.” Dax snapping out of his mini trance finally turned from the lake. “You speak my name?”

A few of the men burst into guffaws.

“He is so consumed by this queen that he barely hears us,” said Athos.

“Not such an easy lay as usual this one?” asked Ionidas.

“Mind your words. She is above your childish bravado.” There was a glint of steel in Dax’s look, an edge to his tone that had the table falling silent to a man.

“We only jest,” said Octavian.

“She is no jesting matter. And any man that demeans her name will answer to me.” He stood a moment longer, not one man meeting his eye, before striding from the room.

The hearty laughing chatter resumed shortly after he’d stopped in the hallway with a nasally sigh, any thought of returning to the room and trying to explain disappearing in almost the same instant it had sprung. No, how could he possibly convey how his heart felt like it was being squeezed in an iron vice. That after only one night, he was in love. And so he walked on. Drawn inevitably in one direction.

It wasn’t hard to find the right chamber. The arched door was double the width of the others, with a decorative oval of crowns around the letters CR. He paced. He thought better than knocking. Then changed his mind and raised a big clenched fist to the doors dark wood. He was set to knock, when frolicsome laughter sounded from inside. It was followed by a sensuous moan. A pleasurable gasp. A few seconds silence – that had Dax tilting his ear to the door – then a forceful cry. An ecstatic cry. No two ways about it.

Dax stepped away, stomach knotted, a simmering hot stone suddenly feeling like it had been planted at his chest. She is engaged. She is entertaining. She is with a lover, he thought, swallowing a pebble sized lump at his throat. Retreating into the shadows of a recess – knowing that he needed to see this person – his skin bristled, his blood coursed like hot magma. There was no sense to the jealousy; a night he had known her. And yet there it was, as obvious and undeniable as the pulsing desire that craved for it to be him in that room and not another.

When the door opened, not one man exited but three – virile and athletic looking and effeminate in the view of hardened warrior like Dax. He watched them pass from the shadows wanting to run his sword through all three and carry them like a human skewer from the palace estate. The savagery of such an image pulled his thoughts from them. He stood aware of a light sweat at his brow and a juddering pulse. The depth of his feeling frightened him. This wasn’t him – standing like a coward in the shadows.

He moved from them, and found himself once more in front of the chamber door, unable to leave – despite what he’d just seen – knowing she was so close. As if his very thoughts had willed it, the door opened and out she swept; a glowing goddess, a light to the dark.

“Keeping watch for me were you, Dax?”

“I happened to be wandering this way,” he said, his words coming to him through a thick treacle as he gazed on her fine skinned perfection.

“I see,” smiled Cristabel. Then, her walking, him following without thought otherwise, “I have a job for you if you are not so busy.”

“For you, never.”

The barrels of wine were stored in a cool cellar down a winding staircase. After last night’s frivolities, stocks needed replenishing. Which was where Dax came in. Cristabel left him to the task. If it was another test, Dax would not fail her. Four ordinary men together would have struggled to get a barrel up the stairwell. Dax singlehandedly managed seven.

Cristabel was in a hallway chatting to Ada, the brunette Constantine was so fond of, when Dax found her. She went on talking awhile, before looking to him.

“All done?” she asked.

“All done,” nodded Dax, brow slicked with sweat, biceps bulging from the effort.

“Such brawn. Such strength. Have you ever known it, Ada?” asked Cristabel, her tone carrying more than a hint of mocking.

“Not I,” replied Ada – again amusement – her lascivious gaze still fixed on the panting juggernaut.

“How lucky we are to have such a beast at our disposal,” said Cristabel.

Beast? Not such a term of endearment where Dax was from. But maybe in these parts. The two women went on eyeing him, before turning back to one another and resuming their conversation – something about the coming truffle season. Dax remained where he was, staring at Cristabel like an idiot until she saw him still there and started away with Ada.

“I will call for you if you are needed,” she said back over a shoulder.

Dax watched her go, the pain of her absence already felt.

His emotions oscillated along similar lines in coming days. In Cristabel’s presence he was buoyant, lifted, feeling all was right with the world and his surrounds. When not, he felt like a part of him had been amputated; a nub of a limb aching with deep and persistent longing that tormented when he suspected she was in the company of her male servants. He could have chosen another of the beauties to offer the balm of soft flesh and carnal delights. At the very least a good fuck would surely clear his head. Yet he did not. And not out of consideration for his men’s infatuated feelings. But because he had eyes only for one. And if not her. Then nobody.

It was another sleepless night – Cristabel dominating his thoughts – that he found himself wandering through the palace’s wide corridors. If there was a destination in his mind, he did not know it. Sleepy eyed and half feeling like he was in a dream (as it was for so much of these last several days) he ambled into the great throne room barefoot and dwarfed by its cavernous size. There was an arcing glance at the golden walled magnificence. Eyebrows raised, a soft pant at its wondrousness.

“Catches the breath, does it not?”

The voice snapped his gaze forward and there was Cristabel slowly descending the top tier of steps to the platform below. A pearl dress of smooth fabric hugged her exquisite curves, trailed the steps behind her. Her lustrous coppery hair was neatly coiffed. Her skin – even at this late hour – radiated freshness. She was the sun. The moon. An enchanting vision of fantasy made real.

Dax drifted towards her, his breathing shallow, his gaze entirely on her and her alone. If he could have seen his pupils he’d have seen they were dilated. If he could have seen his face he’d have seen that it wore an expression of wonderment double that which had gazed upon the golden walls.

Cristabel delicately ran her fingers over the top of the gem stoned throne chair, watching him, watching her. “Difficulty sleeping?” she asked.

“My mind races. My body aches. I burn for you.”

Satisfaction showing with the upward curl of a lip, Cristabel stood with an arm elegantly draped along the back of the dazzling chair. “Surely you humour me. Barely a week we have met.”

“Tis long enough to know I would surrender myself completely and give you all you desire.” If it was a spell. If it was black magic, then it had him well and truly in its hold.

“Your talk is loose famed warrior. Where is your willpower?”

“You speak of willpower, here, with every muscle of my being straining to take you?”

Cristabel seemed to consider this as her arm left the chair and she sat with such feminine grace that Dax felt a flare of arousal shoot right through him. Hands on the chairs arms she peered down at him.

“Take off your tunic and bare yourself to me as nature intended,” she commanded.

Dax hesitated but only for the merest of moments. He lifted off the red tunic, holding it bunched in his big grasp as he stood naked as the day he was born. Above, Cristabel’s gaze slowly travelled over his musclebound body, lingering on a cock that under her watch became rock hard.

“The Gods must have been in a giddy mood the day they created you,” she said, tilting her head as she regarded the thick shaft and glistening domed tip of an erection that perfectly complimented the rest of Dax’s oversized physique.

“I do not dispute I am blessed,” said Dax, swallowing a hardening lump at his throat.

A flickering smile and her eyes briefly dropped to linger on balls as ripe as plums. “Man, such a simple creature, so beholden to his maleness.” Her eyes once more rose and met his and in her look of amusement Dax felt a warm shiver roll right through him.

“On your knees,” she commanded.

Holding her gaze, Dax lowered his huge thighs to the black marble.

“Do you swear allegiance to me?” asked Cristabel of him there on his knees, cock jutting upwards in worship.

“On my life a hundred times over,” answered Dax.

Cristabel studied him, tapping her fingertips on the chairs arm. “Then crawl to your Queen.”

Her power and beauty, thrumming the very air around him, Dax lay one big hand in front of the other and crawled. The bulging of his muscles, the hollows and dips and ridges of his body; he looked like a powerful animal as he climbed the steps on all fours. He stopped in front of the radiant Queen, once more kneeling offering his bone rigid stiffness as proof of his devotion.

Cristabel leaned forward, tilting his face to hers with two fingers beneath his chin. In that touch came a spark of arousal that tingled every inch of his skin, quivered his breath, made his cock twitch and strain for her.

“There is another test I have for you, brave warrior. Fail it and I expect you gone. Pass it and you may just yet find succour for your ardour.”

“I will not fail you,” said Dax.

Cristabel stroked the underside of his jaw as her hand left it. “We will see,” she said, rising.

Ascending the steps, the silken fabric of her pearl dress brushed over Dax’s bare thighs as he was left kneeling naked and quivering and yearning like never before.
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Dax didn’t have to wait long to face his test. The very next day he was summoned to the throne room he’d so completely submitted the night before. Around its perimeter a retinue of staff stood in a loose semi-circle. Dax passed between them accompanied by his loyal brethren. He came to a stop in front of the tiered stairs and the platform where Cristabel sat between the eight other beauties. There were flirtatious smiles, hungry looks exchanged between them and the warriors lined up behind him. But he didn’t notice them, as always, his focus was entirely on resplendent Cristabel.

“The legend goes that you are a warrior unmatched in strength and fighting skills. A bold claim,” she said.

“Bold maybe, but I have never lost in battle. Nor ever encountered a man the equal of my strength,” replied Dax.

“Is that so?” said Cristabel, a hint of playfulness in her tone that had Dax shifting his weight from one foot to the other, unnerved in a way that no man could ever make him.

“It is so,” he nodded. Knowing what he’d said and done; stripping naked and crawling to her from this very spot brought with it a nervy apprehension entirely alien to him. He’d shown his hand and she’d pocketed his cards giving nothing more than a smile. That imbalance, that power, told in her face as she peered down and made his pulse pitter-patter hard.

Constantine, clearing his throat, stepping forward from the line and filling the silence that had descended, said, “If I may, we men can vouch for Dax’s unnatural strength and unyielding will. Even as a boy he was strong as an ox. Brave as a lion. Fearless as a madman. Several times he has saved our bacon.” The other warriors concurred in hearty murmur. “If there is a finer warrior or man I have not met him.”

“Aye!” roared each of the warriors in agreement.

Dax gave a grateful look there way, most of all dipped his head to Constantine stepping back in line amongst them.

“Some say otherwise,” said Cristabel, immediately turning him back her way. “Some believe we have one of our own every bit as powerful.”

“If it is so then show him to me,” said Dax. “And I will prove he is no match.”

Cristabel observed him a fraction longer, then said, “Very well,” and looked to the entranceway beyond. “Bring him in,” she called.

The great thunking da-clunk turned the many heads facing the platform.

“Is it thunder?” Leandro asked of Urberon.

“I don’t think so.”

The rumbling grew louder. The gap between it shortening till its source was there unmissable. A mountain of a man having dipped his enormous bald head to enter. A beast with thick dark hair covering the span of his broad bared torso. The brown leather of the tassels skirting his thighs enough material to saddle all nine warriors horses. Each felt the tremoring boom of his step. If there was not quite the awe as that on the upturned faces of the palace staff, then it was not far off.

“Meet Thelemiere,” announced Cristabel. “The wonder of the Queendom.”

“He’s a wonder,” said Dax. “A pig ugly one too.”

The giants growl sounded like a landslide as he started threateningly towards him.

“Halt,” said Cristabel, stopping Thelemiere midstride like a mistress bringing her obedient hound to heel. A look at Dax and the hand gripping the hilt of a sword a quarter drawn. “No weapons.”

Dax, eyeing her above, gave a nod. “As you say.” Then slid the glinting blade fully back into its scabbard and removed it from his hip.

“Brother, are you sure about this?” whispered Constantine as Dax handed the sword to him. “He’s as big as the cyclops in the caves of Mestana and it took all nine of us to see him off.”

“If it is what I must do to prove myself to her, then yes.” A hard stare that Constantine knew better than dispute. “Do not step in, no matter what.”

“No matter what,” agreed Constantine in solemn seriousness, then, as Dax turned, pulling him back, said, “Aim for the legs. You get him on the ground he is yours.”

Dax patted his shoulder with a smile. “Wise counsel as always good friend.” Then with a deep breath and flex of his broad shoulders, was turning and taking in the oafish ogre glowering his way with furrows across his brow as big as trenches.

“I am ready,” he said to Cristabel.

The woman that stirred his passions like no other, held his blue eyes a moment, perhaps thinking this would be the last time there’d be any intelligence behind them, then looked to the monster of a man adjacent. “And you, Thelemiere?”

The giant pounded his chest, let out an almighty roar that echoed right around the throne room.

“A yes would have sufficed, you fool,” said Dax.

And with that the great brute was bounding his way. There was no calling him to heel as before, Cristabel announced: “Then in hand to hand combat we will see who lays claim to the greatest warrior in these lands.”

Dax shimmying one way then the other, evaded his towering foe’s lunging grasp. Which only seemed to enrage him. There was a snarl of yellow teeth. There was another of the rockfall growls as the two men circled and he lunged again. This time Dax met his adversary, ducking low and landing two mighty blows on each side of his ribcage. His fellow warriors cheered and shouted their encouragement. Many of the circled palace staff – backing their own – fell silent as the beast of man clutched his side. Yet with an ear-splitting roar on he came again.

Dax parried one barrel of a fist, ducked another. A swinging third snagged his red tunic, stripping it from his body. The giant gave a deep chuckle as he tossed the fabric into the cheering crowd. Up on the platform the nubile beauties whispered to one another, full lips bitten, eyes lighting up at sight of our naked hero’s golden flesh and rippling body. Dax had no time to consider his nakedness. In an instant the brute was on him swinging wildly, tiring himself out – or so Dax thought – until with one misstep an arcing hook caught his jaw, leaving him seeing stars.

In his daze the brute lunged, sweeping him up into his squeezing hold. And suddenly he was smelling meaty breath, suddenly the air was leaving his lungs as his spine threatened to snap in two. He jabbed an elbow downward, then the other, and still the brute clung on. In last ditch desperation, Dax slung his head back and with as much momentum he could manage, propelled it forward, slamming his forehead right into the giant’s nose.

It did the trick; dropping him free from the suffocating hold. As the man mountain staggered back, down on one knee, Dax caught his breath. The noise around again rose at his ears. He pushed up, and naked as he was, there was a hard steel to his look as forward he strode. The giant, spitting blood, met him with a snarl. Dax wiped it from his face with one juddering blow, then another and another – there was precision, there was a speed and beauty to his movement that had more than a few of the great beauties watching from their platform, swooning.

Dax showed no pity. The giant stood swaying on drunken feet. Had anyone ever seen him drop? Not till now, when Dax in running lunge crashed him to the black marble. The room reverberated like a pillar had fallen. Dax mounted his foe’s upper body, the taste of blood on his tongue, the pecs of his bare chest falling and rising heavily, a glistening sweat covering his skin as he drew back a fist above the lolling tongued giants swimming eyes.

“Enough!” shouted Cristabel from on high.

Panting, Dax lowered his fist, looked up and across at her, then at the room and those watching in awestruck silence.

“Your great wonder,” he said, mockingly of the great giant lying supine and unconscious and still as a baby taking a nap. Dax climbed off him, not saying more. The scene spoke for itself. Instead he wandered to the platform where Queen Cristabel and the eight lovelies gazed. Half a smile at his lips, not a smidgeon of embarrassment about his nudity (and really with a body like his why would he), he gave a respectful bow of his head, then took his leave, his men, not hiding their own smiles, falling in behind.

The hot fragrant water soothed aching muscles, created a mood of tranquil calm after the earlier ferocity. Dax lay in the copper bath, his hulking arms overtopping its sides, his eyes closed as he lost himself to the bath’s relaxing heat. A noise – a door opening, a male servant’s footsteps – pricked an ear, but did not open his eyes or stir his languid pose.

“I’ve enough hot water,” he said.

There came no reply. Only a moments silence, then the liquid swirl of fingers swilling through the lilac petals floating atop the waters surface. Dax’s heavy eyelids blinked open and there she was – the woman who inspired such desperate longing – peering down at him in her glowing magnificence.

“Good, because I did not mean to bring you any,” she smiled.

“Cristabel!” Dax made to get up, but she pushed him down gently with a palm at his chest.

“Stay. Your body needs the rest after its exertions,” she said, settling on the side of the tub and glancing at his bulging pecs, his muscled torso, and a certain part of him now jutting through the water. “It seems not all of you is quite as tired as I’d envisaged.”

Her smiling eyes met his.

“I cannot help it,” said Dax. You are like the summer sun to the winter cold. Rain to drought. The sweetest nectar to the buzzing bee. Till you I was like a blind man denuded of the light.”

“But now you see?”

“Crystal clearly.”

“And what is your revelation, sightseer?”

“That my purpose is you.”

Cristabel gave the softest of snorts. She briefly looked away, then back to him. “That tongue will land you in trouble.”

“It only speaks the truth.”

“Is that so?”

“Hmm-mm,” murmured Dax as she leaned down, hovering over him, her perfect bow lips so irresistibly close.

“You impressed me today.”

“I meant to.”

And now he felt her slender fingers encircle the girth of his cock as much as they could. Slowly she began to stroke.

“The mightiest warrior in all the lands, how you quiver at my touch.”

Dax beginning to pant, held eyes that were hungry and smiling and challenging all at once, feeling good to burst. Seeing her effect, revelling in it, Cristabel dipped, kissing him with her soft tender lips and sensuous tongue. Had he died and gone to the heavens? Or maybe it was all a fantasy and he lay knocked unconscious by the brute. It was bliss, nothing less than pure bliss.

When Cristabel pulled back, her hand slipped lower, grasping his aching testicles. “The balls of a mighty warrior,” she said, still there just above him, rolling them in her grasp. “Full. Ripe. Fragile.”

Dax felt like a hot storm was blowing through him. “Only you would ever get this familiar with them and live to tell the tale,” he murmured.

She remained right there above, a glint of satisfaction in her look at knowing this was the truth. A second or two longer she had his balls at her mercy, before her hand slid back up to his throbbing cock and resumed its slow stroking. Dax struggled to keep his eyes on her as he floated up on the rising swell of pleasure. He went to meet her sweet lips, but she edged back, half smiling as a soft moan escaped his lips. Only on her terms did she meet him, leaning down and massaging his tongue with hers, leaving him breathless as his cock pulsed between her fingers.

Teasing, kissing, delicately stroking – it wasn’t long before Dax was exploding in shuddering convulsion. His pearly cum shooting in streaming torrent across his abs, his chest, trickling into the water lapping his flesh. Cristabel drained him to the last, then swilled her hand, rubbed it dry against a still trembling thigh.

“A little succour for your victory,” she whispered, kissing his cheek. “Regain your strength. I will call for you soon enough.”

“So much as whistle and I will come.”

A beaming smile and Cristabel slipped from the tubs side. Our hero watched her go in swaying hipped stride, then collapsed back, head tilting upwards, eyes closing shut as once more he lay in languid posture, body emptied, mind filled with only her.
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The quarrel was heated. The two men threatening to draw sword on one another. And very likely would have if Dax, hearing the clamour, hadn’t stepped into the room and insisted in booming voice, “Stop this!”

Octavian and Athos – the two wanting to tear strips from one another – looked to him, nostrils flaring, tempers high.

“Brothers, what’s the meaning of this?” asked Dax.

Sullen looks. No reply.

“Ask him,” said Athos, storming past and out.

A moment later Octavian was doing the very same. Dax signalled with a flick of his head for Ionidas to follow, make sure they didn’t finish what they had started.

“It’s over the girl, Gwendolyne,” said Stellios, taking a seat having been one of the men trying to stop the two from ripping each other’s heads off. “A story as old as time – two not fitting into one.”

“A poor thing to fall out over,” said Dax.

“This from you, who trails after Cristabel like a lovesick hound,” said Constantine, one never short of a few home truths.

“She is a queen. She is…” Seeing the men’s uncompromising stares, Dax thought better then try to explain.

“It is time to leave, Dax,” said Constantine.

“Leave? After only two weeks?”

“It’s been two months,” said Urberon.

“Really? That long?” Dax looked to the five others in the group. “You all feel this way?”

There were nods, murmurs of, “Aye.”

“These women are insatiable,” said Titus. “They’re sexual appetites know no end.”

“And that is a bad thing?”

“Yes, when you cannot ever hope to fill it,” said Stellios.

“What of you, Leandro?” asked Dax, turning his way. “Would you so readily give up Isla.”

Leandro remained silent for a moment, then said, “She puts me in a cage. Plays with me at her beck and call. And I am helpless to resist.”

There was lust and pain and confusion in his look.

“We have become toys. Male concubines who bicker to be with them. Drop down at their feet when we are.” Urberon paused with the same desperate tumult to his look as Leandro. “It is not us. It is not the warriors we are.”

“All good things must come to an end, Dax,” said Constantine. “Or perhaps they aren’t always what we think they are.”

Dax felt a great rupturing at his core. “Give me a week to say my goodbye,” he said, but even in saying the words, not truly believing them true.

As it would come to pass.

A week went by and then another. Cool air gave way to milder temperatures. And still the warriors had gone nowhere. Dax saw Cristabel daily, accompanying her on walks around the estate like a personal guard, and every time he thought he might raise the subject of leaving, deliver on his promise to the men, the words sank back into his throat as silent as the peaks of the grand mountains. Then one night she called for him. And there was no going back.

The thin strapped pleated dress flowed like liquid gold over voluptuous curves. Cristabel gave a nod to the male servants standing on duty to take their leave. Only as they did so, shutting the large bedchamber doors with a clunk, did Dax, who’d stopped mesmerised, come back to himself.

“You called for me?” he inquired of the heart stopping beauty before him.

Cristabel gave no answer, simply sauntered towards him with a faint look of amusement. She stopped at his side, her subtle fragrant scent making his head spin and pulse pound heavy.

“Get rid of this,” she said, pinching the red fabric of his tunic between thumb and forefinger.

Dax obeyed at once, lifting off the item of clothing, flinging it aside to stand utterly exposed to her gaze. Cristabel ran a finger over the contours of his chest, his abs. She circled around him lazily trailing that finger across his hip, his spine, back to his front. And in the time it took her to do this, Dax stiffened uncontrollably; his lusting want, his pulsing desire, his acquiescent submission, all there in that mighty erection. Cristabel’s eyes fell to it, there was an intake of breath that had the exquisite curves of her breasts rising, then they were slowly falling on an exhale. She looked to the big four poster bed.

“You see the white ribbons,” she said of the four strips of fabric laid out at each corner.

“I do,” said Dax.

“They are of special silk. An unbreakable silk sourced from the high forests of Senna, handstitched by the old ladies of the black mountains. Few possess any, but I.”

“Unbreakable you say?”

“You do not believe it,” said Cristabel, strolling forward to the bed, Dax following in her wake as stiff for her as ever.

“With respect, I believe I can tear all four ribbons to shreds in one go.”

“Then let us see. Lie down and I will bound you. You get yourself free then you can have me as you desire. But if you don’t, you are at my mercy.”

“Have you as I desire?” said Dax, mouth salivating at the very prospect.

“Be as rough as you like. Explore every curve and crevice. I will not resist you.”

Dax looked from Cristabel to the flimsy looking ribbons. He’d broken free of chains and ropes too many a time to mention – these things could not hold him.

“I accept your challenge,” he said, meeting Cristabel’s eye with a confident smile.

He proceeded to lie on the bed. Where she proceeded to bound him spread-eagled, and not even tight, thought Dax, cock twitching in anticipation of having her. When Cristabel had finished, she stood at the foot of the bed, arms folded, looking along the length of him. For one long moment she savoured the sight of his bound supplication. And well she might, Dax was quite certain it wouldn’t last long.

“Let me see this famed strength, mighty warrior,” she said. “Break free of the ribbons as you say you can and come take me as you so urgently desire.”

“As you wish, my Queen.” Randy excitement swirling through him, Dax yanked his right arm meaning to tear free from the restraint and prove his impossible strength, but the silky material resisted, not just resisted, but coiled tighter around his wrist like a snake constricting its prey. Dax tilted his head, looking behind in confusion as he gave another sharp tug. Again nothing but the soft silks restrictive grip.

He looked to his left wrist, yanking similarly – again the white ribbon only tightened holding him where he lay. Now there was creeping irritation as he attempted to pull both hands free, the huge muscles at his shoulders and chest straining, his jaw muscles tensing, his strong legs simultaneously joining the struggle and feeling the silken embrace draw tight at his ankles. He didn’t let up, but tugging with all his might let out a roar. From where Cristabel watched with rising smile, it was quite the spectacle.

There was no give in the ribbons, no sense that they might snap at the humungous force he exerted. If anything they only seemed to mock him with their light smoothness. Finally he slumped, inhaling and exhaling great gasps of air like a diver coming up from the depths.

“How is this possible?” he asked, not to Cristabel, but the Gods who’d blessed him with supernatural strength, a strength that for the first time ever had been found wanting.

“It is what I have spoken,” said Cristabel, coming forward and brushing two fingers from a foot to a calf, a calf to a thigh, then rounding what still pointed so prominently via a hip. “The silk is special. Unbreakable to any man. Even you.”

Dax, still not believing it, tilted his gaze away from her radiance to the ceiling above. A deep breath and with all his might, straining every sinew, mouth pursing tight, he pulled at all four corners till the strength went out of him and he was left gasping. And not even the suggestion of a tear.

“Do you concede?” asked Cristabel, circling the areola of his nipple.

Dax gave a grunt, a third time pulled with all his might and once more found himself wanting.

“The stubbornness of man. It does you no favour,” said Cristabel, pinching that nipple sharply and turning his gaze to her.

“I cannot break them,” he said as if the fact had come as a revelation.

“No, you can’t,” said Cristabel, laying a palm to the bound warrior’s cheek and giving it two soft slaps. “I told you that.”

Dax still catching his breath, still taking in a limitation to his strength he had never before experienced, stared silent. Then came another feeling, a helplessness. An awareness of a total lack of control that had his heart pitter-pattering. “Then I am yours.”

Cristabel – in no hurry – allowed her gaze to sweep the length of his body and her look was like she was gazing on the feast to end all feasts. “Yes, you are,” she smiled.

There would be no sleep for Dax this night. Cristabel would push him to his limits and beyond. She’d mount him. She’d ride him. She’d hit the heights of pure bliss several times over, then tease him, coax him, bring him back to servile hardness and go again. It was a night like no other. It was the night she truly claimed him as her own.

The honeyed light is warm and delicious and irresistible. There is an awareness of sky blue and fluffy white – like he is above the clouds – but his focus is entirely on the light. It is the sun. The stars. The essence of all things. It is her. And she bathes his nakedness. She nourishes. She feeds. She collapses him to his knees.

He finds himself flat on his back, the honeyed light swirling over him as ephemeral as vapour. Out of it she appears like a vision. Her glorious breasts thrusting upwards as a juddering wave of pleasure shimmers the lustrous light that she is.

As she rides him he wants to reach out – touch and taste and lick and bury his face between those magnificent mounds. But he cannot so much as lift a finger. And yet in his paralysis comes only immense joy; to be pleasuring, to be serving, it is enough.

Her deliciousness runs through him like a river – flowers bloom in starburst flashes and galaxies collapse and reform anew. They fall right through them as he gazes up at her glory rocking back and forth above.

“Dax?”

A palm at his cheek stroking, gently slapping.

“Dax!”

Her fingers brush his smiling lips.

“Wake up, Dax!”

She shakes him. Then splinters into a million tiny specks of gold as the dream rushes from him and his eyes peel open on the shadowy figure grasping tightly the material of his tunic at his chest. “Constantine?”

“Shh!” Constantine hushed. “Keep your voice down.” There’s was a wary glance to the soft light of the corridor behind, then his urgent eyes were back on him. “Do you trust me, brother?”

“A strange question,” Dax replied, then seeing Constantine’s strained expression. “You know I do.”

“Then get up and come with me and do not ask why.”

Dax swallowed at the seriousness of his friends look, without word rose and headed with him from the room, not long after that out the palace all together by an unassuming kitchen entrance. Outside a sickle moon shone faintly. Stars dotted the night sky.

“Can I talk now?” asked Dax, having held his tongue till they were clear of who he suspected Constantine was afraid they might have woken.

“If it is to say what I think it is to say, then preferably not,” said Constantine, still walking quickly.

Dax gave a low growl. “She is my light, Constantine. She is everything I have been seeking all these years and not realising it.”

Constantine snorted derisively. “It is not more than black magic. We have all been affected – but now we break the spell for good.”

“By leaving without goodbye.”

“Tis the only way, or they’ll talk us round, prey on our virility and longing and lust as they have already done so.”

The two men reached the high railings of the palace’s perimeter. The rest of the of the warriors waited with the horses, beneath the trees on the other side.

“Climb,” said Constantine.

Dax letting out a deep sigh at what would be, gripped the metal bars and began upward. At the top he reached for Constantine’s hand, helped him up and over. “I am sorry, brother,” he said, he now on one side, Constantine on the other, “but I cannot go with you.”

“Dax, please, see sense!” Constantine implored through the metal railings. “She has poisoned your mind. You need away from this place. We are weak, susceptible, impaired of judgement.”

“Aye, maybe. But it is not poison, brother, it is love, and it has consumed me completely.”

Such was the strength of feeling in Dax’s look that in that moment Constantine knew there was no turning him.

“Take care, brother,” said Dax. “Lead the men as I have led them. They will not go wrong with you as their guide.”

Constantine stared, teary eyes reflecting the silvery moonlight. “Then this is it, after everything?”

“Aye,” smiled Dax. “And what a journey tis been.”

The two men embraced through the railings.

“You know she will punish you for our escape.”

“If so, then I will willingly take all she has to give, a thousand times over if necessary.”

Constantine stared a moment in wonder at the bottomless depths of his good friend’s passion. “She means that much to you?”

“She does.”

There was a grumbling rumble, a nod of acceptance. The two men climbed down on their respective sides.

“Good look, brother,” said Dax, passing a great big paw through the railing.

Constantine grasped it hard in his own. “You too, brother, for I fear is not me that is going to need it.”

Dax watched him disappear into the darkness of the trees where his men waited, then turned and gazing to the looming palace that housed the woman of his destiny, made his way back.
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Beams of morning sunlight filtered through the great arched windows high above, sparkling the throne rooms aureate walls in glistening magnificence. Dax passed between the slanting rays, a behemoth of a man in comparison to the two male servants leading the way. They’d knocked early, summoned him at Queen Cristabel’s request, just as he’d been expecting. There’d been no sleep since his fellow warriors departing. He’d lain awake awaiting this hour of summoning much like a condemned man the noose.

The apprehension was there, a tight twist at his guts as he laid eyes on Cristabel – resplendent, beautiful, Cristabel – seated above between the eight other great beauties whose cool glares were enough to chill. He knew enough by now to know that they’d each come to regard the warriors – now surely several wheels away from here and far beyond their grasp – as their possessions. Could see from their icy looks of their displeasure at awaking and finding them gone.

Dax came to a stop in front of the stairs rising to the platform from which they surveyed him so indignantly. He watched the servants peel away either side of him, then stood like a lightning rod for the women’s glaring silence. Despite his powerful build, despite all his famed feats, Dax in the moment felt reduced to a small child brought to account before a higher authority. When Cristabel finally spoke, puncturing the piercing silence, it came as a relief.

“As you can see, we’re not best pleased,” she said.

“No,” said Dax in agreement.

“Did you know of their plans?”

“Only at the very last.”

“But you did not try to stop them?”

“They wouldn’t have listened. They were adamant. Their minds made up.” A pause, then more forcefully, “They wanted me to go with them.”

“But you did not try to stop them?” Cristabel repeated.

Dax, struggling to hold the goddess’s eye – for that’s what she was to him – in the fresh silence, admitted, “No, I did not.”

Murmuring whispers between the angelic beauties. Glowering gazes.

“You should know by now that displeasing my women is tantamount to treason,” said Cristabel.

Dax opened his mouth about to state that that was in no way his intention, only to shut it under Cristabel’s cool glare.

“You are a leader. A warrior of no equal. Who had it in his power to stop those under his command. And yet…” Cristabel swept a palm flat out before her. “The other warriors are gone. My women have been left dissatisfied and angry.”

“If it is so then I can only apologise for failing you my Queen.”

“As so you should, but is an empty gesture given the upset you’ve caused.” Another of those still silences as Cristabel peered down imperiously. “You will be disciplined. You will learn the depths of true submission. You will learn not to disappoint me ever again.”

Dax prickled and bristled as ego collided with the reality of that dominant tone, that superior aura as she viewed him from on high. Flushed with arousal, he lowered his head in acquiescence of her judgement.

“Bring the rack. Strip him naked and chain him to it,” commanded Cristabel to her servants while not taking her eyes off him. “And prepare the whips,” she added with a certain relish that didn’t go unnoticed.

Leather cuffs at his wrists and ankles, Dax was chained, his limbs outstretched with a winding crank till he was bound naked and taut before the watching women.

“The chains are laced with a little of that silk you found so impregnable,” said Cristabel. “You’ll not be getting out of them. Try as you might.”

Muscles tensing, bulging pecs flexing, Dax felt a heady swell of arousal crash through him. “I am yours,” he said as his cock stiffened uncontrollably. “There will be no attempt at escape.”

Cristabel considered him, her eyes lowering to that which rose in obedient salute.

“Don’t speak so soon, brave warrior,” she said, rising and leading the other women down the steps. “You do not yet know what you will endure.”

“Whatever the trial, like all the others I will pass it to serve you.”

“Enough,” said Cristabel, taking a ball gag hanging from the frame and stuffing it in his mouth. “Your words have proved cheap. From now no you will only listen.”

Dax gave the slightest of nods now breathing through his nostrils. Arousal thrumming through him as she stood before him; her clothed, composed, control, in stark contrast to his shackled nakedness.

“Though you are secure, there are ways to make you more so,” said Cristabel, reaching down and looping another cuff around his balls, a cuff attached to a chain moulded to the racks solid base. A little turn of a wheel and that chain was pulling tight, leaving Dax gasping.

Cristabel played her fingertips over his now tightly drawn ball sac. A faint smile passed across her features as he trembled at her touch. “Hold steady warrior, your trial has just begun.”

She swiped a hand at his erection and stepped away still leaving it bobbing. It was far from the last slap he’d receive. Each of the women came forward with their own. And with some harsh words for their losses too. They expressed that anger further with the snap and crack of the whip as they lashed his back. Topped that off with a thorough paddling of his ass.

Flesh stinging raw from his ass to his shoulders, buttocks aflame, Cristabel returned to his front where with a few strokes she coaxed him back to hardness. Taking his tightly secured balls in her grasp, she purred, “You’re going to stay in this rack and think about what you’ve done. Only when I decide you’ve learnt your lesson will you be released.”

She let go of his balls, reached round and squeezed one of his burning ass cheeks, tilting his head upwards, making his whole-body tremble at her grasping touch.

“Only when I deem it,” she said, as his eyes met hers.

Adding some clamps to his nipples, brushing his lips spread by the gag, she stepped away.

“Add some salt to his wounds,” Dax heard her say to the servants as she and the eight other beauties strode from the room.

That night in the flaming sconces golden half-light, two of the women would return. First the wavy-haired brunette sexpot that was Ada came and licked and bit and sucked, fully taking his engorged cock in her mouth, only to leave him with no release, pulsing with desire. Then it was the silky blonde nymph like creature that was Ursula, lying on the tiered steps in front of his naked stiffness, parting her long legs and stroking her slender fingers over her beautiful cleft, before so sensually bringing herself to a shuddering orgasm that had her neck straining upwards and her legs clasping shut.

The encounters were a taste of things to come for the next three days and nights. The women had the run of his body. They punished. They teased. They left him on the precipice of exploding several times only to deny.

With morning sun breaking through the soaring windows and beginning its slow creep across the golden walls, Dax was finally released from his bounds, sagging to the floor in grunting heap. Not Cristabel or any of the other women were present. The male servants helped him up, kept him up as under their support at his sides he staggered back to his room, collapsing to the big bed from which he wouldn’t rise till nightfall.

In that time he dreamt vivid dreams of long slain foes and lustrous lovers that all gave way to the one that had so consumed him. Such was the depth of his slumber that there was no snapping awake and quick drawing of sword at the approach of footsteps. A hand twice shook him. Only then did his eyes slowly blink open on two women – rosy cheeked and plump and smiling at him laid out naked before them.

“You are to be bathed,” said one.

“And oiled,” said the other.

“And presented to the Queen,” both said in unison.

Dax pushed up. “Cristabel,” he murmured softly as if he’d been asleep a thousand years locked in an illusion and only now at utterance of her name was she suddenly real to him again.

“Yes, the Queen has sent us to prepare you,” said the slightly plumper of the women.

Dax looked at the two women at his bedside as if seeing them for the first time. “For what?” he asked.

“The formal ceremony of your becoming.”

“She welcomes you into her inner circle of submissives.”

Dax swallowed, feeling as if hot embers had formed at the pit of his stomach. The heat radiated down his loins, simmered upwards through his chest. Not many a man could have woken, let alone stood so quickly after such punishment, but Dax’s powers of recovery were swift. And with passions stoked there was little sign of any aching tiredness in his muscles or soreness from his lashes. He soaked in the bath the two women had run, then stood naked as they towelled him dry, massaged their soothing oil into his skin. When they were done, not one part of him not covered, the two women stepped back and admired their work.

“I am ready?” asked Dax.

“You are ready,” the two women smiled.

Feeling replenished, feeling rejuvenated, Dax went to his Queen.

The heavy drumbeat seemed to echo through every corridor of the palace. Dax strode toward it, his pulse ticking in time to its steadily quickening rhythm. He arrived at the throne room to find two lines of drummers widening out towards the distant platform, marking the way as if he somehow should have forgotten it. Had the room ever looked grander, more stupendous in the rich light? Some observers may well have asked the same of him.

Oiled skin gleaming, taut muscles rippling, cock and balls with a full ripe look to them, forward he strode between the drummers. The beating of their drums growing to a cacophony to match his juddering heartbeat. Ahead he saw golden crowned Cristabel. Her dress was crimson red. Her watch over proceedings the embodiment of effortless authority.

On Dax went, now passing on from the drummers and between the lithesome beauties in shiny silver hooded cloaks. Leather loops at their wrists were attached to the chained leashes of the males kneeling naked and collared at their feet. They gave pouty kisses, playful smiles, not a trace of their anger apparent having vented it so thoroughly these past three days. Dax turned his attention quickly back to Cristabel – so imposing, so beautiful, so dominant.

He came to a stop in front of the platform from which she watched him and in the same instant the cacophonous drumming abruptly stopped.

“Some deny it, others are too stupid to see it, many more go all their lives fighting it,” said Cristabel, her strong and mellifluous voice tingling Dax’s scalp and stirring his loins. “Only the truly honest embrace that which beats hard within themselves. Only the truly brave accept their calling of slavish devotion and lifelong servitude. Only they acknowledge the superior wisdom of woman.”

A pause in which that percussive beat still sounded heavy at Dax’s ears, though of course the drummers had long stopped banging it.

“All you were has gone,” Cristabel continued. “All you are and will be simply how mother nature always meant it. So bend the knee to your master, your mistress, your one true authority. And live true to your truth in service to the supreme.”

Dax inhaling a deep breath to control the rising tide of his passions, dropped his knee to the black marble, lowering his head in supplication and accordance for all she had said. His heart continued to thump, his cock stiffen in worship.

“Crawl,” now came the voice so commanding from above. “Crawl to your Queen.”

Dax looked up and to her, his intense focus on her and her alone. There might have been a hundred, a thousand, a million in the room witnessing his submission, but he gave not one thought for them or his own modesty – like the sleepless night she’d found him gazing on the throne rooms golden walled magnificence, up the tiered steps he crawled, naked and throbbing and entirely submitting to her will.

He came to a stop before her, kneeling rigid for her scrutiny. She gave a tender smile, then rose and lay a hand on his gleaming shoulder.

“On your back,” she instructed.

Without hesitation, Dax positioned himself supine – the cool of the marble at his ass and huge back doing nothing to still the fiery tempest spiralling at his loins. He watched with widening eyes as Cristabel, lifting her dress slightly, stepped over him; as there above him her divine slit appeared glistening with the freshness of morning dew.

“As symbol of the bonds that now tie you to me in perpetual servitude,” she said, looking down at him with a glimmer of a smile. “You will drink my juices.”

Dax, whose mouth was already half open, opened it fully as the first drops of the golden liquid splashed at his lips. From then on it ran into him in a steady stream, the taste unbelievably tinged with a syrupy sweetness as it filled his throat, left him gulping it down.

“Drink,” Cristabel chuckled heartily above. “Drink and saviour my sweetness, few are lucky enough to experience it.”

Dax did just that, continuing to gulp it down till the strong flow was weakening and the last few drops splattering at his chin, his chest, and he was breathing in a big breath. Cristabel stepped back to his side, lowering her dress.

“What do you say?”

“Thank you, my Queen,” said Dax, still gasping in breaths, his lips covered in her sticky wetness.

Cristabel glanced at his rigid erection, clicked her fingers and ordered him to kneel. Seated on her throne chair, she brought forward a large leather collar with a big silver clasp. She attached it around his thick neck, she clipped on the chain leash.

“You are now under my command forever and eternity,” she said, lying a palm flat at his cheek.

Dax’s eyelids fluttered, his heart missed a beat or two as his whole body felt like it might float upwards.

Cristabel broke into one of her glorious smiles and stood, leading him crawling behind down the tiered steps. The drummers cacophonous drumbeat resumed in rhythm to their step, less ominous and more celebratory in tone to Dax’s ears as Cristabel exchanged smiles with her women, and tugged him on over the black marble and past the drumming drummers, and on to consummate their relationship in a marathon session of lovemaking.

The cooling breeze gently wafted the lacy white fabric of the drapes tied open on a bright sunlit day, licked the warm satisfied flesh of the couple laying naked as a wedge of sunlight slowly crept over the messy folds of the beds velvet red bedsheet. Cristabel was nestled at Dax’s side, her soft breasts pressing, a leg draped over his as her fingertip traced the outline of an old battle scar stretching across his left pec.

“The three headed hound of Medura,” said Dax in reference to it. “A close shave.”

“Hm,” murmured Cristabel, that fingertip lifting for only an instant as it returned, circling a nick above his hip. “And this one?” she asked.

“A run in with a warlord named Garoot. A thuggish angry ogre of a man. Though I put him out of his misery.”

“I don’t doubt it,” said Cristabel, gaze drifting lower as she peeled back the velvet sheet at his crotch. “And this?” she asked, raking a sharp nail across the top of his thigh, not drawing blood, but leaving her mark.

“One unlike any other. One that couldn’t be defeated.” Now looking her square in the eyes. “She stole my heart. And everything I had to offer.”

“Yet you do not take it back? Wish you’d never happened upon her?”

“Not if it meant all the worlds would burn to dust just to spend another second more to be with her.”

Smiling, Cristabel tugged him to her by the clasp at his collar, kissing him once more like no one ever had. Despite five days slaking their ardent passions, Dax was ready to go again in a heartbeat. Pulling from him, Cristabel gazed into the whirlpool of blue that were his eyes, seeing it so.

“May have another, my Queen?” asked Dax.

“In time, if you behave.”

Dax watched from the bed as she rolled over, sweeping the shiny velvet bedsheet from her hip as she sat at the bed’s edge lifting a satin slip over bare shoulders. It was a sight that was not just erotic, but hypnotic. And Dax couldn’t take his eyes off her.

“You are leaving me?” he asked.

“I have queen’s business. Woman’s business,” said Cristabel, flicking back her copper coiled locks and rising.

Dax pushed up and from the bed, blocking her path with his bulky muscularity. “I will be waiting,” he said, dropping to his knees.

Cristabel attached the chain dangling from a bedpost to his leather collar, bent and gave his straining erection a tap, shivering him warmly from head to toe.

“Yes, you will be,” she smiled.

Dax watched her turn and stride purposefully from the chamber, a devoted servant forever to her and her desires.
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