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Chapter 1: Oath Maker

Anno CCIII (203)

His worn boots crunched down against the dried leaves as he strode along his path. The pack hung from his shoulders, his wooden staff dug down into the soft earth, and he wondered if he would make it to the village before sunset. He could hope. In truth, this young monk and scholar had little interest in the comforts a tavern or in might have been able to offer. While he understood the importance of comfort, he also recognized the dangers of the woods at night.

He had been traveling on his own for more than two years now. From one season to the next, he traveled, sometimes joining up with caravans, lone merchants, or other random individuals. He had met with other monks and scholars, although their numbers had dwindled, especially as the new faith swept across the empire.

Officially, the new faith remained illegal. Even so, Felix could sense the shift. There were those whispers, the excitement, the hidden symbols spread between villages, towns, and even the occasional cities that dominated this portion of the Roman Empire. Yes, the old beliefs persisted, especially in the temples. But how long would the old gods remain? Decades? Centuries?

Unlike so many others, Felix was willing to speculate. He may have been an itinerant monk, yet he had something few possessed: an awareness of the wider world. He had visited Roma, Athenae, Lutetia, and even Londinium. In these great cities, he saw the monuments, the wealth, and the power. Yet he also sensed the fatigue and exhaustion. The world was changing, some of the ancient answers no longer held the sway they once did it, and now there was this sense of transition.

And yet, did the new faith offer something better? If the old religions could die, did that mean there was some kind of lifespan for these beliefs? Spaced across the incomprehensible thousands of years, was it possible a religion could grow, suffer through the pangs of adolescence, settle into complacency, and eventually die?

He had met an old man who discoursed upon the truly ancient beliefs. According to this man, a half-blind and nearly deaf scholar who sat among ancient carvings and tablets in his workshop, the power of the unknown and ineffable had once belonged to the women of the world. Narrowing his eyes, Felix had tried to comprehend what something like that could be. "Fertility," the old man said before he broke into a hacking cough, "It was once all about fertility. This was a time, many, many centuries ago, when we did not understand much of the world. Women ruled for they were the ones who controlled the oncoming generations. They were the ones who had the power."

Of course, Felix had listened intently. He had stared at the old man with all of the respect he deserved. Even if the temple priests and their acolytes didn't see the point, Felix did.

There were so many questions, so much to learn. Yes, Felix had a foundation, but was that good enough?

No, of course not. As far as he was concerned, it was a human responsibility to try to understand the universe around them. Part of that meant diving deep into the oldest questions, hidden mysteries, and facing the scariest truth of all: they didn't know as much as they wished.

Felix wished he could have studied with the ancient masters. What would Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Heraclitus, or Epicurus have said about these questions? Yes, the monk had studied their texts in various translations, but it had never been enough. Instinctively, men craved answers. They searched for something that could feel truthful, but was it?

Did those ideas withstand harsh and cruel scrutiny?

Perhaps that was one reason why Socrates would always be Felix's favorite philosopher. He focused on questions above all else. Although this man had been dead for centuries, Felix nonetheless felt a kinship with that gadfly. Socrates hadn't been popular, nor had he been willing to indulge in the easy answers of his time.

Those questions continued to swirl through Felix's skull even as he forced himself to stop, to look around, and to study his surroundings. Yes, he was still on the path. No, he hadn’t gotten lost—not yet, at least. He tightened his grip. He waited and listened.

A few birds chirped. A squirrel darted halfway up a tree as it stopped and lifted its head to stare at him with its black and curious eyes. A breeze washed over him, cutting through his humble robes. The chill ran along his body, but he reminded himself that privation was a part of understanding the world. After all, how could a man like Felix try to see past that the superficial veil of his senses if he attempted to hide in the easy comforts of a building with a roaring fire?

Last night, he had heard the howls of wolves. If a pack came this way, they might see him as an easy meal. He could have a steaming maw locked around his throat before he opened his eyes. And by the time he recognized the danger, it could be too late.

Yes, he could choose a different way of life. He could hunt across the land for a different flavor of truth, one that wasn't based on the weaknesses of the flesh, the politics of old men eager to justify their positions, or tradition.

Tradition.

As his boots crunched against the autumnal harvest of dried and desiccated leaves, he considered the easy allure of tradition. Many of his elders had already told him what they thought. "Tradition is the only way to understand the world, for these are the answers that guided our fathers and their fathers before them. This is how you learn. You seek the truth in the past because of the future is always murky, always uncertain. It is impossible to predict the weather or to understand how a sickness might spread or why the gods will take one soul, but not another, still you can always go back to our past. You can listen to the wisdom of your elders."

Again, Felix had maintained his stoic, respectful expression. And yet, a part of him had wanted to laugh. Listening to the wisdom of his elders? Of course, an elder would approve of that idea.

How often did that happen? Someone might start out seeking the truth and the beauty of wisdom, only to be tempted by the appeal of rationalization. Could he pull away and focus on his goals—his quest? Or would he be drawn in by some overly simple answer and make the same mistakes as past generations?

Again and again, Felix had grappled with that far more difficult question.

What if there were no answers? What if, like an ant attempting to comprehend the politics of the Empire, it was simply impossible? There could have been entire systems that existed beyond human comprehension.

What then?

He didn't know, but he was still young, and he had time to explore.

That empty possibility may have hovered over his head, but he hadn't proven it, not yet. By definition, he never would. And yet, he still had to try. That was the task.

He believed in wisdom; he believed in the search for truth, no matter where it took him.

The sun continued to set; the shadows lengthened, stretching across the woods. He paused again, squinting. In the distance, he heard the arc of an angry lupine. Felix swallowed, tightened his grip on his staff, and checked his surroundings again. The path seemed to deviate in three or four different directions. Halfheartedly, he used the tip of his staff to push away some of the leaves.

Many people had warned him about wandering the Empire on his own. Unfortunately for Felix, he wasn't a wealthy man; he wouldn't have been able to hire guards or mercenaries, nor could he even buy passage with one of the merchant bands. He was on his own, and so he prepared himself.

One unfortunate truth was that there may have been no answers for a boy such as himself. Maybe, likely, his curiosity could never be sated or satisfied. Another unfortunate truth was that he would get himself killed out here. And yes, he has learned much, both about survival and self-defense, but he was still just one soul wandering around it the darkness between the villages, cities, and towns where humans came together to protect one another.

Nature could be harsh and cruel.

He heard fresh barks, like the wolves had awoken, and now they convened and planned. Or maybe they wanted him to know. Perhaps they enjoyed scent of human fear.

The hairs prickled along the back of his neck; Felix tried to convince himself it was only the cold wind washing over him. Deep down, however, he understood the truth.

"If they come for me, I will fight them. If I am skilled and if they are not desperate, I will survive. If I'm not, I may die here tonight," he said. There. He had uttered the words. He would face this truth.

In some ways, Felix wondered if the world had already been prewritten. So many scholars had grappled with the questions of destiny and inevitability. For all he knew, there was a great muse, a powerful deity, or some other incomprehensible being hard at work sculpting the details of his life on a clay tablet.

At this point, Felix couldn't tell which way the path led. He was headed toward a small village, and he lifted his head and peered up toward the sky. No, he didn't see any sign of civilization. Out in the wilds, he was an aberration. The wolves ruled these Iberian woods. If they caught his scent, they'd come for him.

Nibbling on the inside of his mouth, Felix contemplated which direction he should take. Forward? To the right and northeast? To the left and northwest?

He closed his eyes, and he tried to trust his intuition. He had no map, only the vague directions given to him by a merchant he met in Talica.

Forward, he decided.

He continued to walk, the sun continued to fall, and it wouldn't be long now before the stars appeared. Next, there’d be the moon.

Despite the fatigue in his legs and the hunger in his belly, Felix marched faster. His skin warmed despite the deepening cold. This time, he heard a howl. It was the kind of sound that cut across the air and spread along the sky. If he hadn't known better, he could imagine that wolf’s call stretching to every corner of the world.

His heart beat faster, and heat prickled his skin despite the cruelly breezes brushing along his neck, his exposed face and hands.

Felix broke into a run. With his pack, bouncing against his shoulders, he darted past the trees. He squinted as he tried to see the most important details between the darkening shadows. His heart kicked, adrenaline burned through his body, and he ran until he exhaustion snagged him and forced him to stop. Leaning forward, he rested his palms on his knees as he tried to catch his breath.

When he looked down, he couldn't see a path any longer. There was dirt, random trees spread out before him, and nothing else.

He sucked in a breath and tasted the cold air along the flat of his tongue.

He could have doubled back, but Felix lifted his head toward the sky. He squinted, searching to his left, his right, back behind him and forward again. He tried to see past the trees. Yes, a few stars had appeared. He didn't have much time. He would need to make a fire soon. But would it draw the wolves? Would the pack of lupine hunters come for him, suddenly curious about the aroma of the flames? Perhaps they had already been trained by other errant travelers to seek out those small fires, for they meant easy prey…

He wanted to believe those beasts would fear the fire, yet he understood their animalistic intelligence. Hunger drove them more than anything else. Fire may have provided for a little bit of light, but it could also lure in the predators.

He took a slow breath, stared up, and tried to search across the sky. The trees rustled, their branches swaying gently with the soft wins.

And then he saw something, just a little patch of discoloration.

Smoke?

Hidden among the shadows, another figure watched. This boy may have been some kind of self-styled philosopher, a young man who could open his senses to the wider world to understand how things truly worked. He sought out the truth, a noble endeavor. But like so many other young men out in the wider world, he didn't understand. That was fine with her as she crept after him. She followed, eager and ready—a different kind of huntress, unseen and far more dangerous than any beast of the land. She hunkered. She yearned for the chance to take her prey. Soon. Soon…

As another predatory howl sang across the sky, Felix broke into another run. He sprinted toward the smoke, and then he saw something: the glowing yellow and orange of a lamp burning. He burst out from between the trees, and that's when he saw the small structures with their wooden walls and straw thatched roofs.

"I made it," he panted between frantic gulps of air.

At this hour, no one was about, but he saw the inn and its single lamp glowing outside, the small flame sputtering as the breezes tried to find a way through its glass protection.

Breathing hard, Felix made his way forward, opened the door, and stepped into a bright and warm dining room. Gentle warmth heated his cheeks and reminded him of just how cold he had been out in the wilds.

He was shocked to see more than a dozen men spread out at different tables. Some were clustered in groups. Others drank alone. A boy rushed from table to table as he brought out steaming bowls to the wealthier clients. The patrons chomped at dried meats or seasonable vegetables. Like every man who walked into that tavern, he couldn't help but notice the three young women who stood behind the bartender. Their lips sparkled, they wore bright dresses, and they studied him with lascivious intent.

Felix was certain any of the patrons could spend some time with one or more of those women...for a price.

The bartender glanced up. In fact, everyone glanced up at him as he dragged himself in and only straightened his back when he felt their inspecting stares. Rather than, say anything, Felix gave a slight bow, and he walked over to the bar.

The proprietor rubbed a ceramic mug, "Do you have the Emperor's coin?"

"Not much," Felix answered. "A little."

"Why are you here?"

"I'm just hoping for some warmth right now," Felix said. "I won't cause any trouble."

"Sit wherever you can find a spot, and don't make any of them angry."

"Who are they?"

"Men with blades," the proprietor replied. "After that, I don't need to know anything else."

"I understand," Felix said with a nod of his head. He turned away and spotted an empty, wooden box off in the corner. He sat down, closed his eyes, and tried to relax. He smiled after another couple of seconds, as he considered how much an individual's world could change within just a few seconds. Only a few minutes before, he had been out in the wilderness, alone with beasts hungry for human flesh. But now, he was protected by these walls, and there were others of his kind. The lamps guttered, sending golden yellow light across the tables and faces of the men who had also come to this hamlet.

The door opened again, quieter this time. Despite the fresh wave of autumnal air, no one looked up. Maybe they were still glancing in Felix's direction as they speculated about the monk and what his presence might have meant. Maybe they turned, but she understood stealth. She also understood the gazes of men and the blind spots that lurked between their quick glances. It was easy for one such as she to find another unoccupied spot and to hide there with her hood pulled up, her features obscured by darkness. She had been here before. They never noticed her. She would come again, and they still wouldn't see her. Even their most talented hunters never saw her, especially because they never bothered to ask, What were they missing? When they blinked or turned their heads, what were they missing? This was a question only a girl like her could answer.

"Can I get you something?" came the squeaky, prepubescent voice of a young boy. "Samarac has some wonderful mead. It's sweet and delicious. It'll warm your belly!"

"No, I'm good," Felix answered. "Truly, I just wished to find a place to hide from the cold for a little while."

The boy shrugged. He was about to step away, only then he stopped, "Where are you from?"

"All around," Felix said. "Right now, I'm coming back from Londinium."

The boy's eyes widened, "What? Really? Does that mean you saw the ocean?"

"I did," Felix said. "The city is on an island, so you have to take a boat to get there. In truth, I don't think swimming across that would be possible." Then again, he understood human determination and the drive to overcome nature, no matter what that meant. Sometimes, he wondered if those small victories created by humans meant anything at all. It was true; they had achieved so much with temples, castles, fortresses, long boats, and so much more. And yet, they remained mortal. Sickness could sweep across the land and snuff the souls from entire villages or towns.

What did that mean? What did that tell him?

Truly, Felix didn't know. Not yet.

"What was it like?"

"Very different people with a different way of speaking," Felix said.

"They don't speak the imperial tongue?" the boy asked.

"No," Felix said.

"What about the legions? Did you see any of the legionaries?"

"Patrols," Felix said. "They're good men."

This time, the boy didn't react except to stare at Felix as though he were some kind of impossible beast that had somehow wandered into his village.

Felix was about to ask this boy if he would like to hear some stories when they both heard it, "You’re cheating! I know you're cheating. You're a filthy bastard, and I'll gut you right here, right now. I'll pay the girls to clean your entrails off the floor!"

All around the tavern, the patrons jerked their heads up as the declarations and promises silenced every other conversation. Even Felix rose to his feet. Simultaneously, he tightened his grip on his staff. He didn't think he’d have to use it, but he also understood how men such as the these savored the anger. Out in the dark, when the wolves crept between the small buildings, it could be easier to punch another man than to think about those teeth or what the rest of the world might have waiting.

At first, Felix intended to stand back and simply observe. Like many other scholars, he understood how big an interconnected the world could be. A few details in one subject might illuminate some concept in another. It was always impossible to tell, only then two of the men drew their blades. Each knife was about as long as his forearm.

Without thinking, Felix stepped forward. He didn't think about it. It wasn't bravery, not exactly.

"Sirs," Felix called out.

The two men immediately spun and faced the monk. They saw his robes, his dirty boots, and his discarded traveling pack. Not only that, they saw the way he raised his hands. It was a gesture of calm, and it actually worked.

"What do you want, boy?"

"If possible, I’d like to prevent some bloodshed," he said. "You're both clearly capable fighters, and I'm sure you can inflict a lot of damage, both on one another and on this fine establishment. I was hoping maybe you’d consider another path?"

"There can be no other path, not when this man cheated," snarled the accuser.

The other man growled back, "You have no idea what you're talking about. I got lucky. That's all."

"You think he cheated with extra cards?" Felix asked.

The answer grumbled from deep in his chest, “Yes.”

Without waiting for permission, Felix strode forward. At the same time, he was acutely aware that he could get got it from either direction. "Gentlemen," he started.

"I don't put on airs," interrupted one of the men.

"Yeah, neither do I," agreed his compatriot.

"There is an answer here," Felix insisted, undeterred. "These are your dice. Right?" He glanced down at the small, ceramic cubes with the different symbols. Felix didn't know the game, but that didn't matter. "I'm guessing one of these dice is supposed to be loaded, right? And that's how he was supposed to be cheating?"

"I don't cheat," protested the accused. "I don't need to. I have skill."

Felix almost wanted to point out that such a thing was impossible if the game was largely reliant on chance. Still, Felix did of the game, and it wasn't relevant, so he kept that point to himself. Instead, he said, "Let's try a little experiment. If he's cheating, you two can go outside and finish this off. But hopefully, no one cheated, and you can get back your game."

The men narrowed their eyes back and forth at one another. Their jaws locked, and they stared intently, hot theory radiating off of their bodies. Felix could sense it. Simultaneously, he realized something else. His solution wasn't especially clever or creative, but these men didn't really want to fight. They’d both drawn their blades, and now that they could think clearly, they recognized the truth; one or both of them could get killed easily. If they had served the legions, they probably understood how a simple wound could become infected.

Neither wished to die. Just as importantly, each second gave them another chance to reconsider and ponder the costs of combat.

Holding out his hands to make it clear he wasn't reaching for a weapon, Felix splayed his fingers. From there, he reached down onto the table, and he grabbed the three dice. He shook them between his hands, and then he tossed them down onto the table. The ceramic cubes clattered and came to a stop.

"Doesn't prove anything," said one of the men.

"A couple more," Felix agreed.

Each time, the dice rolled and stopped. Felix didn't understand the symbols, but they seemed random enough to him.

"Fine," said the accuser. "We finish our game."

"We finish our game, and I take you for all your worth," grunted the other guy.

Felix turned back, and he was about to take his spot in the corner. He wanted to close his eyes for a little while, only then the proprietor waved him over.

"Thank you for your help," said the bartender. "I don't like it when I have to clean the blood off the floor. So how about this? Some friends of mine live two doors down. Go say hi and tell them I sent you. They will make sure you have a decent place to sleep. It won't be anything fancy, but it will probably be better than what you're used to."

"That's very kind of you," Felix said. "But first, I want to spend some time talking to your patrons—if you don't mind."

"Whatever suits you," said the proprietor with a shrug. Now that he had demonstrated some value, it seemed Felix would be allowed to stay.

For a while, Felix talked to the serving boy as well as a couple of the other patrons. As he asked questions and learned of their lives, the other figure continued to watch them. Even now, no one had noticed her.

She existed as little more than a shadow, a brief patch of darkness in the corner of their vision. They might have called her talent supernatural; perhaps they would have assumed she wielded powers granted by forces from beyond human comprehension. They could’ve called her a witch, a demoness, or some other term fit for females who existed beyond the boundaries set by men.

Only she knew the truth.

Eventually, Felix tired. He had learned as much as he could on that particular night, and so he ventured out.

The other girl, however, strode up to the bar. The proprietor was on the other side of the room, and the girl pulled back her hood to reveal her black, shining hair, her pale skin, those few freckles that dotted her cheeks. She reached into her bag and pulled out a single, gold coin emblazoned with the features of Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, the previous Emperor of the Roman Empire. Then again, this girl didn't pay much attention to the affairs of men, so long as they stayed out of her way.

Only a boy like Felix could draw her attention, especially because she sensed something about him, something more interesting, more compelling, more alluring than the other men. He wasn't like the serving boy, the proprietor, or any of these soldiers.

Right away, the women behind the counter widened their eyes. The girl pointed at the lady on the right. Of course, these women hoped to get some work tonight, especially after the mercenaries finished their games and drinks. Some of them would want to celebrate; others would want a consolation prize after their losses.

As the monk left the tavern, the girl pushed the gold coin forward. "You. Go after that, boy, and make sure he has some fun. Do whatever he likes. Smile, flip your hair, use all of your wiles. Understand?"

"I do," replied the woman as she stepped forward. Between her lustrous blonde hair, her sharp features, and at that ready smile, she clearly had talent when it came to seducing the men of the hamlet along with the travelers who happened to visit from time to time. Perhaps there had been a war nearby recently, some kind of uprising or an invasion. If so, the legions had come through, hence the extra activity.

The girl didn't know, and she didn't especially care. Imperial affairs rarely interested her.

Clutching her newfound wealth, the woman quickly headed out through the door and onto the makeshift street as she chased after her latest—if unaware—customer.

Felix pulled his robes tight against his chest. The buildings were relatively far apart. The hamlet certainly wasn't lacking for space. Perhaps this had been a natural clearing, or maybe one of the legions had come through, chopped down a chunk of the forest, and settlers came in after them. Or maybe those people were the descendants of former Roman soldiers, men who had conquered this territory, and were consequently awarded parcels of land for their service.

Tempted to ask about it, Felix tucked away that question. History wasn’t his forte, yet his curiosity stretched into many disciplines. For now, he searched for the next building.

That's when he felt someone reach up and brush her fingers along his neck. He spun around, started because he hadn't heard her.

"Hello?"

"Hello," she said with a playful purr. Despite the cold, night air, she had her hands on her hips. He could see the outline of her body. She looked amazing. There was something intriguing about the contours of her neck, the curves of her breasts, and her barely concealed frame. Underneath his robes, his body responded.

Electric tension ran through his body. Immediately, he was attracted to her. He couldn't help it. Yes, he had noticed those women when he walked into the tavern, but he could hide behind one simple truth: he didn't have the coin to hire any of them. That kind of poverty served as a bulwark against his mannish urges. Being poor reminded him of his true goal.

He craved wisdom. He wished to understand the fabric of the universe. He didn't want to waste his time on the wanton pleasures of the flesh. He understood that those temptations represented nothing more than a distraction.

And yet, her fingers slid down along her neck to his shoulder. "You’re heading down the street? I could introduce you to your host," she whispered. "I'm sure they wouldn't mind if I stayed for a little while. Would you like that?"

"I, I…" He clenched his eyes shut. If Felix hadn’t been prepared for this, then he could have crafted the mental defenses needed to hold back temptation. Deep within the maze of his mind, he could have prepared. And yet, she was right there, close, so close.

When he breathed in, the scent of her perfume hit his senses.

Often, Felix saw women such as she when he visited the cities. They worked in shops and on street corners. They waved beautifully dyed scarves and called out to the men. Flirtatious and alluring, they smiled or sang or danced. They knew exactly what they were doing. Whenever he saw them, he studiously looked away.

Perhaps this represented a flaw in his hunt for the truth. He was willing to talk to anyone else, yet he had to hide from those women. It also helped that they weren't interested in him. Like any other merchant, they could only sell their goods to those who had the wealth necessary to buy them.

So why was she right there? Why was he so close to her? Why could he feel the heat of her touch along his neck?

"There's so much I can show you," she promised him. "It doesn't matter if you've done this many times before or if it is your first time. We can have so much fun. Would you like that? Wouldn't you like to have fun with me?"

He needed to shove her back.

It would have been appropriate; she had snuck up on him. At least, that was what he itched to believe.

But something held him.

They were out in the dark, alone and buffeted by the soft breezes and cold air. Even so, the daring heat raced along his skin as she stepped in front of him. He was taller than her by a couple of inches. She gazed at him, and he didn't understand how or why this could be happening, but it didn't matter.

"Who are you?"

"I'm just out for some fun," she said. "It's such a cold night. Maybe you could keep me warm?" Casually, she reached up and pressed her hand to his chest. Could she feel his heart pounding through the layers of fabric?

Probably.

"I, I…" Felix struggled to get the words out. When it came to dissecting the most difficult questions presented by the world and the universe around him, his tongue could be adroit, dancing from one concept to the next as he made connections and forged new notions. But now there was a young woman right in front of him, and his shaft stiffened; the arousal was right there because she was so close. Normally, he could avoid the treacherous members of the opposite sex. They weren't allowed to confront the same questions. Why would a woman need to understand the laws of the heavens or how logic flowed through the conceptual world?

"Come along," she said, dropping her hand down toward his. She placed her fingers with his digits, and she gently caressed the palm of his hand. Another spark of desire burned through his body.

The monk pulled his hand away. Doing so required more effort than he had expected.

"No," he decided.

She slid closer again, and he could feel the press of her breasts against his chest. When he inhaled, he caught the aroma of her perfume all over again. What was it? Something bold, something sweet? His mouth watered, and he could already envision what it might be like to yield. They’d kiss, he’d run his hands along her naked frame, and…and…and…

As he was observed from more than one hundred feet away by a figure hidden in the dark, Felix considered what might happen next with this whore. He could have kissed her. He could have tasted her lips, savored the heat of her body, and taken her back to his bed, wherever it might be. From there, he would be able to touch her. He could explore the curves and mysteries of her body. He had seen naked women before, and he yearned to again. He couldn't help it. There was something magnetic, something gravitational about her proximity. He didn't know this woman, but it would have been amazing.

His cock strained against the folds of his robes.

"No," he said again. This time, he gently placed his hands on her shoulders. He nudged her back. "Thank you very much for your time, but I am dedicated to a different kind of pleasure. I wish to understand the world. In order to do this, I must keep my senses. I cannot allow the temptations of the flesh to overwhelm me."

The woman placed her hands on her hips, narrowed her eyes, and stated flatly, "I'm not giving back the money."

"Tell anyone whatever you wish," he said. "I'm not interested in my reputation. I'm only interested in the truth."

The woman shrugged, turned back, and headed for the tavern.

For his part, Felix needed to find that warm bed.

The figure in the dark studied him. She contemplated this boy, and a slow smile stretched across her face.

In the Year of Our Lord, 1203

These men understood what it took to fight. They had wielded blades and shields across the violent symphonies of combat. They had worn armor, faced the enemy, and survived. None had ever been captured. None of them had ever been part of a route or a retreat. None had failed.

And yet, this time they were not facing rebels who challenged their lord's authority, invaders from a foreign land, heretics, or heathens dedicated to wicked gods. They weren't facing men at all.

The thirty warriors wished to join the Order of the Alabaster Thorn. These men had already won wealth and honors despite their relative youth. But now they were striving toward something truly great. Only the most powerful, skilled, adept and determined men could join the Order.

Each of these warriors could have worn plate armor and ridden powerful steeds. They could have carried mighty lances or marched into the maws of death with devastating sweeps of their two-handed claymores. Instead, they wore simple tunics as they approached the nunnery.

Built at the edge of the Pyrenees, Santa Lucia's was a sprawling complex and served as the home for more than a thousand sisters.

From the outside, it looked more like a fortress, especially considering the battlements, towers, and beautifully carved walls. Santa Lucia's sisters weren't warriors (they were women, after all), yet the legends were clear. When the moors came, the Sister Superior had marched out to greet them. This one woman had insisted that her sisters remain behind her as she confronted the invaders.

No one knew exactly what she said. The Sister Superior never got the chance to tell the story; her exact words were lost to history. Only one detail remained clear. She spoke with one of the foreign generals, and he laughed at her. This woman of faith must have declared that this was holy ground, and that God would not allow it to fall into foreign hands.

Again, he laughed at her. That was when she raised her hands into the air, and she called out for His protection. With that prayer on her lips, a bolt of lightning slanted down, consuming both the general and the Sister Superior. Nothing remained but the blackened earth where they had once stood.

The invaders had retreated—of course, they had. Perhaps the Sisterhood of Santa Lucia's nunnery had been marked on the moors' maps. Perhaps the invaders had simply decided to ignore the group of women who lived, prayed, and devoted themselves to His word. They weren't a threat, and so they could be counted as irrelevant.

One way or another, they have been left alone.

Eventually, the Christian armies had retaken this territory, not that it changed anything for the sisters who toiled here. They continued to pray and work, but they did come to an arrangement with the Order of the Alabaster Thorn.

These men needed a place to be tested.

And so they came here. Trial by combat was insufficient. These men needed to achieve something else, something greater. Rather than pursue monetary success, lust for war, or the pleasures of the flesh, they had to dedicate themselves wholly to their martial principles. More than that, they had to be tested by the bonds of captivity.

Felicia was one of the young women who stood in the courtyard and watched as the men trudged in. Despite their humble tunics, their bare feet, and lack of weaponry, she could still understand how these men might be dangerous. They had broad shoulders and defined muscles, they stood tall, and they seemed to study their surroundings with a predatory intensity.

"Who do you think the Sister Superior is going to choose?" whispered a girl standing next to Felicia.

Without turning back to her compatriot, Sister Felicia stood as tall as her diminutive stature allowed. Small and waifish, she was younger than most of the other sisters. By the standards of her age, she was an adult, yet she still felt more childish than she dared admit.

Carefully, Felicia studied the men, intrigued. As a little girl, she had obviously played with some of the boys on her family's estate. But then, as she entered the first steps of adulthood, she had been pulled away from the boys. Like other girls her age, she understood that there was something mysterious and dangerous about the male half of humanity.

Even if her family hadn't been blessed with two other daughters and three sons, Felicia had always understood what her life would be. No, she didn't get to fall in love. No, she wouldn't live out the life of a romance, nor would she be allowed to marry a powerful man. Instead, she’d be gifted to the Church. And so, she found herself at Santa Lucia's along with the other young women who dedicated themselves to His service.

But now, these men were so close. Not only that, Felicia started to see something in their movements, especially the way their eyes darted over to the ranks young women arrayed in front of them.

Tall, thin and dangerously imposing, the Sister Superior strode over to the man in front. Unlike the others, he wore a blade at his side. He nodded to the Sister Superior, and the two of them started to speak back and forth. Finally, the leader of the nunnery turned back to her initiates and acolytes, "Sisters, I have wonderful news. These men have volunteered to defend the nobility of their lords as well as the boundaries of Christendom. But first, to achieve sanctity of the flesh, they will be subjected to a special breed of training. Perhaps you have heard the whispers. Perhaps not. I have decided that some of you, dear girls, will be charged with their purity."

The Sister Superior allowed those words to sink in. The man standing next to her nodded. Yes, he deferred to her authority. Felicia had to wonder why, especially when she routinely saw men take control. Whether that had been back in her own family, in the chapel where she had worshiped before coming here, or even on those rare occasions when she had visited the town, men always assumed held the reins of influence.

Then again, this was her nunnery; the Sister Superior’s authority couldn’t be questioned by anyone less than the bishop.

Careful not to turn around, Felicia still couldn't help but overhear the whispered conversations. "You think it's really true? You think we will see them naked?"

"Only if we are chosen," someone else said, careful to keep her voice low. They all understood how strict the Sister Superior could be, especially when it came to public displays of obedience and dedication.

“What about the seven-year rule. Is it true?”

“I doubt it.”

"If you get chosen, you're going to have complete control over one of these men," said one of her sisters.

Complete control? Felicia narrowed her eyes slightly. She stared out at the warriors, and she tried to envision what that could be like. Again, she came to that phrase: complete control. The idea seemed ridiculous, like talking about a cold sun, a bright night, or delicious dirt. And yet, those two words still triggered something within her. She almost smiled, especially when that little flutter of excitement bounced through her body. There was a touch of heat along her cheeks that ran down to her neck and her breasts beneath the folds of her ankle-length tunic.

"These men comprehend the weaknesses of the flesh. They understand how His nemesis seeks to undermine dedication, purity, and faith through the power of corporeal temptation. These men are here to demonstrate their dedication, their loyalty, their willingness to abstain for the sake of duty."

"What does that mean?" Felicia found herself whispering.

Another girl, older and standing up front and off to the side glanced back for just a second. "It means these men are going to be taken down into the cells, restrained, and teased by us…" Teased?

Felicia heard the word, but it didn't quite make sense.

"And now, I make announcements. Who will serve the convent by working one of these young men? Who shall see these warriors bound, powerless, teased and tormented for the sake of their dedication and the purification of their souls?"

Felicia bit down.

The familiar sense of unfairness and injustice gripped her. Through most of her life, she had been told the truth about her future. She would go to the convent; she would dedicate herself to the study of the Scriptures, worship, and work hard. The choice had never been hers.

As a child, the thought never bothered her, if only because she hadn't understood it. Then there had come the day when Papa called her in from one of her games with a family friend. As a respectful daughter, she had listened intently. He told her she would be headed off the next day. A carriage would arrive, and it would carry her across half the country. She would travel to Santa Lucia's.

"For how long?" Felicia had asked even though she already knew the answer.

"You will be a Bride of Christ. This is for the remainder of your days," he told her. At the same time, he smiled at her.

In that instant, Felicia had imagined what it would be like to argue with her Papa. As a successful merchant and minor lord, he had some degree of autonomy. Not only that, he enjoyed the favor of a local prince. Despite these benefits (or because of them), he wouldn't risk his position and that of his family. The agreements had already been made, so it didn't matter if she said something like, "No. Please. No, don't send me away. Please, don't!"

He wouldn't have listened.

Many young women were sent to the convents...

Felicia would be no exception.

So she had stayed quiet, fully aware that it didn't matter what she wanted. No one had asked. Of course, she wished her life could have continued as it had been. She didn't want to be here, surrounded by strangers. Even now, there was that sickening sense of unfairness. Her older sisters had giggled and fantasized about what their marriages might entail. Who would they be able to attract? Who would her father ultimately choose for them? Granted, they had little power, but at least they would be granted the authority over a household. They would get to have children and discover the bliss that could be had between a man and his wife.

Felicia would never discover any of that. Even when she was young, many of her father's associates had commented on her beauty. She had that long, gorgeous blonde hair, those bright blue eyes, that clear and pale skin. Not only that, people loved to see her smile and hear her laugh. She carried herself with a vivacious energy, one that likely wouldn't survive long in a convent, especially when such frivolity was viewed as a weakness, or worse…

It could be a vulnerability.

As far as the Sister Superior was concerned, the material world was little more than an illusion. She made this point abundantly clear; only He could be the truth. Anything that deviated from this underlying reality was a danger.

And yet, it was now their opportunity to contribute something to the world. These women would test the soldiers arrayed before them.

"Alana," called out the older woman. "Step forward."

One of the young sisters stepped forward.

"Diana."

Another girl moved into position.

Jealousy swelled inside of Felicia's chest. Yes, she knew it was wrong. She also understood that she should only strive for humility. The saints had suffered in the Scriptures; those great individuals demonstrated their worth to Him. Felicia had to do the same. Yes, it was a constant, grinding requirement, yet she could do it. She had no choice, for the alternative meant suffering in hellfire forever.

Still…

"Maria. Julia. Fiona. Margaret. Bianca..." one after another, the names hit the air. The Sister Superior didn't even make eye contact with the chosen girls. Apparently, she had simply memorized of the names.

Among the men, Mateo Marcos de la Cruz stood with his back straight and his hands at his sides. His fingers tightened into fists, all while his expression remained utterly neutral and devoid of any emotion. Like the others, he took this moment seriously.

He had fought along the Spanish coast, in England during a set of skirmishes where he served and defended their rightful king. Later, he and his comrades were called into France. These were minor wars, he knew. Few historians would mind these battles in the coming decades or centuries. And yet, he had seen so much.

But it would be worth it, especially once he proved himself worthy to join the Alabaster Thorn. Like his father and his father before him, Mateo intended to show the world what he could accomplish.

The names of the different girls hit the air, but this young warrior told himself he didn’t care. The young sisters were interchangeable to him. Perhaps some of his comrade secretly studied those girls and wondered what they would be like, especially once seduced. It was a common fantasy, was it not? Warriors loved to talk, especially before a battle. They sometimes sang bawdy songs or told deliciously wicked stories about the sisters and the kinds of antics they might get up to when the men weren't around.

With just a glance over at the assembled sisters, Mateo didn't believe it. Those girls were pure of heart, he truly thought. They had come here to serve Him. They wanted to dedicate themselves to a different kind of moral purity. Their sex had been responsible for the fall from grace, and so they worked to make amends and to become worthy of redemption. Perhaps this was an impossible goal, yet they tried with fervent faith and nobility.

Finally, Mateo glanced over at one young woman, and her eyes seemed to lock on his at the exact same time. Blue. Her eyes were this bright, vivid, crystalline shade of blue like some impossibly rare stone. All at once, he swallowed, his lips tightened, and unbidden images flashed through his head.

Under normal circumstances, Mateo had no trouble resisting his own urges. The desires may have been ingrained within the treachery of his blood, as well as the darkest embers of humanity's first sin, and yet he was a warrior. He could remain in the camps. He judiciously avoided the towns or cities as much as possible. He never frequented the taverns or brothels. He didn't allow himself to be surrounded by the beautifully corrupt women who might tempt him.

Instead, he focused on his service, on practice, on sparring with his companions, and honing his skills as a warrior. Some of the older veterans liked to say that survival in war came down to questions of luck. Perhaps that was true to some degree, yet Mateo also understood that reflexes, speed, and skill could also change everything in just a fraction of a second.

Which one of these girls would test him?

Mateo studied them. Again and again, his gaze was drawn back to that girl, the one with her blonde hair tied back and her bright blue eyes. Ultimately, his tormentor would change nothing. At least, that was what he tried to believe.

For her part, Felicia bit down and waited. She tried to fight back the hope; she didn’t want to flirt with the possibility of disappointment, especially because the Sister Superior would never choose her.

She listened as the names were called off, one after another.

"Finally," the Sister Superior called out, "Felicia."

Remembering her name, she knew she had to move. Still, she glanced about as though she expected to find another girl with her name. Then, awkwardly, Felicia stepped forward. She blinked, looked down, then up, and now she started to squint at these men. At the same time, a strange sense of sickening uncertainty seemed to swirl within her stomach. What were they supposed to do? She didn't understand, and she hadn't planned for this, and this was the kind of surprise she had never expected.

As a sister dedicated to His service, Felicia always thought she would be able to understand her own life. Everything was predicted, planned, and certain. She would be one small part of this convent, a nunnery, which had existed in the spot for hundreds of years. All of that time seemed to stretch across history in a way she could scarcely comprehend or understand.

"Sisters, step up to the men will test and perhaps break," called out the general.

Felicia glanced over at the other girls. One or two of them started to step forward. They peeked back at their sisters. No, they didn't know exactly what to do. Nothing had prepared them for this. With some small growing sense of certainty, however, one woman walked over to one of the soldiers. She stood next to him. She had her arms at her sides, and she kept her back straight, her chin raised defiantly. If she had done something wrong, then she would be corrected. If not, she was ready to proceed, whatever that meant.

Felicia licked her bottom lip and found her gaze dropping down to the ground. As a girl, she knew that was almost always the smartest approach. And yet, this itch at the back of her brain prompted her to look up. Suddenly, she realized she was walking in one direction, toward one boy…

When she saw him, she didn't know if he was handsome. And yet, there was something in his face, some alluring thought or desire. She still didn't understand it, and she couldn't quite imagine what would happen next. Before, she had been prepared to face the injustice of another disappointment. But now, what would happen? How would all of this work? What was she supposed to do?

Her eyes met his, and her throat tightened. She stood next to him. She felt like she should say something, but what? The words failed her completely. Back at home, her sisters had teased her about her rebellious tongue. She had loved talking and telling stories. She had been so verbose throughout her life. In fact, it had gotten her in trouble more than once.

Only right then and there, nothing made sense.

The general turned back to his men and of these young women who awkwardly stood nearby, "Soldiers, introduce yourselves."

The employee turned to her. He leaned down slightly and said, "My name is Mateo Marcos de la Cruz. It is a pleasure to meet you."

"Felicia," she said. "Felica of Carissa,” she said her old name automatically without thinking. Then she blinked and turned back to the Sister Superior.

"Ladies and young sirs, I shall show you where you will work and be tested."

Felicia followed along, only this time, she didn't know if her desires deserved regret. What was she facing? What were her new responsibilities going to be? What might happen if or when she failed?

Anno CCIII

Felix could have gone inside right away. He was alone; and the young lady of the night had returned to the tavern, presumably in search of better business. He didn't feel bad about his decision, yet there was that lingering sense of regret. His manhood still throbbed for attention.

No.

He answered his body’s call with that simple thought. He wouldn't touch himself, stimulate himself, or enjoy the excitement of an orgasm. Instead, he would continue his pursuit. He wished to understand the world. He couldn't allow himself to become distracted by other desires. He was aware of the ancients, especially the hedonists. Those were the men who had decided that pleasure was in the gateway to a good life.

Fools, Felix thought with disdain. Biting down, he shook his head.

He stayed outside in the cold. He expected the chilled air to sap his desires, to cut through his robes and to remind him once again of the vulnerability of flesh. Truth had to be his singular goal. He wouldn't allow himself to worry about anything else. Granted, there were other, wiser men who had also sought out pleasure. He considered Epicurus, a lover of wisdom, who had determined pleasure to be the chief and principal good.

Felix didn't believe it.

Even when he was generous with the philosopher, he had quickly decided there needed to be more. There had to be something of greater value, some challenge, some distinct truth that would explain the world beyond desires, urges, pleasure and satiation—even if he hadn't yet been able to figure out what that might be.

Someday. Possibly.

"Why did you send her away?"

At first, Felix spun around. He searched through the dark, but he didn't see anyone.

For one, two, three beats of his heart, Felix waited. He remembered that voice, crisp and clear, distinct and feminine, yet he didn't see anyone. "Hello? Who goes there?"

"Why did you send her away?" came the girl's voice.

Narrowing his eyes, he tried to seek her out in the shadows. But of course, it was late at night now, the sun had set, and he couldn't see much beyond the sputtering lamplight.

"It wasn't my place," he said simply. "Who are you? Why's it any concern of yours?"

"It's a concern of mine," she said.

What was that voice? A demon? A monster? Some heinous beast who spoke with the innocent tones of a playful maiden?

Like so many other men, Felix had heard the stories of the spirits who haunted the forests and lurked in the darkness. These were the creatures that rose into the night as they sought out their prey. Moment by moment, he knew it would have been wise to grab the door, jump inside, and seek refuge by a warm fire.

And yet…

He was curious. It was as simple as that; this monk learn, and he was right there. He could flee at any moment, and he hadn't heard any grant threat. Besides, he was uniquely qualified to explore this mystery, especially if she intended to entice him. There was no woman beautiful enough to draw him out. Unlike Homer's ancient mariners, Felix wouldn't be seduced by a siren. He didn’t need wax for his ears.

"If it's a concern of yours, then perhaps you should step into the light?"

"Not yet," she said with a giggle.

"Why not?"

"Because I'm dangerous," she said. "Because I might not be able to help myself…"

"You sound like a girl."

"I do," she agreed.

"Then you are no threat to me," he said.

"Is that the arrogance of a man who thinks women were created to serve and pleasure him? Frankly, I expected better of you, especially as I listened to the questions you asked. And yet, you only spoke to the men. You don’t speak to the women. Why is that?"

"You've been watching me?" Felix asked.

"I have answered one of your questions, yet you have answered none of mine," the girl replied. Felix didn't know if that was actually true, but he continued to squint and hunt through the blackened shadows. The moon's tepid glow and weak starlight showed the outlines of the trees off and away from of the open space that served as the hamlet's only road. Any number of individuals could have remained hidden for hours at least. And yet, he continued to look.

Maybe there was something intriguing about her voice…

If so, it still wouldn't deter him. If he could resist an eager lady of the night had promised the greatest kinds of pleasures for his male form, he could resist some hidden specter with ease.

"I'm a monk and a seeker of wisdom," he told her. "I wish to speak with the most intelligent, schooled, well-read, and knowledgeable men I can find."

"You spoke with ruffians and mercenaries, men who can't even serve in the legions. They lie; they cheat."

"I did," Felix conceded. "They might have something. Maybe they are rough. Maybe they’re unschooled. They are not my first choice, but I will learn wherever I can."

"But not from women," she persisted.

"If I'm interested in childbirth or the mysteries of procreation, perhaps I shall," he growled back. "Now show yourself."

She ignored his command, "Is that all we have to offer you? Is that all you think?"

"Women are a threat and a temptation," he said. Felix blinked, suddenly surprised by the irritation in his voice. He didn't intend to get angry, yet there was that biting edge.

She giggled. He could hear the sound carry across the breeze. "Oh, I think you're going to be intriguing. I think you can entertain me for a long, long time."

"No," he stated flatly. "That isn't an option. You may not be able to understand this, but I want to understand the world. I want to learn."

"What if I told you that I have much I can teach you?"

"I don't believe you," he said. "In fact, if I had to guess, I’d say that you are nothing but a village girl." He stepped forward, away from the lamplight. "I would say that you are some precocious child who snuck out, and now you’re determined to scare me. You ask some questions, and you think that makes you wise. It doesn't. Wisdom is about so much more."

He waited.

There was no response. There was only the darkness.

He stood there in the middle of the road. He waited.

Nothing.

Then he turned around, and that's when he saw the darkened silhouette. Her hood blew back to reveal the black shine of her hair, her dark eyes, and the outline of her features. Before Felix could speak, she lifted her palm to her hand, and that's when she blew something into his face. He didn't understand the powder. He didn't comprehend what was going to do to him, but then he stepped back, eyes glazed over, and his thoughts faded into a background drone, like the sound of hundreds of bees.

It happened so fast…

"Fascinating," she said as she circled him. "For all of your guile and wisdom, you still allowed me to sneak up on you. That's because you weren't paying attention, isn't it? That's because you’re just like the other boys in so many different ways. Well, that's okay, young man. I can have fun with you." She chuckled and shrugged as though someone had called her out for some minor lie or indiscretion, "Okay. I can be honest with you, especially now. You have something I need. So I will help you, and you will help me." She stepped forward, and she grabbed this man by his hands. His skin was cold to the touch. As she laced her fingers through his. She raised herself up onto the tips of her toes, and she tilted her head to the side. She kissed him.

"Don't lie to me," she said. "How does that make you feel?"

Her apothecary's concoction continued to dull his thoughts.

It didn't matter, not to her. She understood the world and how it was supposed to work. That was why it was so easy for her to reach down, to run her hands along his robes, and to find the outline of his erection. "Yes," she said with another chuckled. "You will do. You will do quite well." Taking him by the hand, she tugged and guided him away from the town and toward his future.

In the Year of Our Lord, 1203

Mateo Marcos de la Cruz, initiate to the Order of the Alabaster Thorn, didn't and couldn't know precisely what to expect. Yes, he had heard the rumors and whispers. Before they arrived, the men had been called into the dining hall and a priest stood before them, "Gentlemen, I bring word of your future. If endeavor to join, then you must understand the power of abstention. You must comprehend the realities of what the world can do to you. Is this something you can handle? Are you ready? Are you prepared to face the truth?"

Some of the men shouted. Others simply nodded. For his part, Mateo had whispered, "Yes. I am ready. I am ready." When he uttered those words, he didn't know if they were aimed at himself, the priest, or the Lord.

"We’ll take you to a convent where you will be assigned a woman. She will be one of the sisters, and she will tease you and torment you. She’ll draw out your worst instincts. She will tempt to in a way few evils can. Once you have learned to control yourself, you will be freed. You will be welcomed into our order, and you will become a warrior of the Alabaster Thorn."

Again, his compatriots shouted, boasted, or slammed their fists down against the tables.

Mateo glanced around at the others. At the same time, he wondered exactly what this all might mean and what he would endure. He contemplated his friends and allies. He knew these men. He understood how many of them enjoyed the company of the women who followed the warriors as they traveled from one battle-ravaged kingdom to the next.

Only now it was actually happening.

The men were escorted into the convent, down a series of stone stairs and deep into the earth.

As they passed one hallway after another, and took those roughhewn steps deeper and deeper into the mountains, Mateo realized they must’ve built the convent on a series of caves. That was the only way they would have been able to scratch out this much space. Not only that, he occasionally glanced to the left or right and saw the rough walls of natural stone.

Then he saw the cells.

The Sister Superior stated, "Men, you must learn to accept physical captivity if you wish to overcome your own weaknesses. This is a matter of self-control, of resistance, of independence and freedom, not only from your own physical vulnerabilities, but also from your desires. As such, you will be kept here until you have proven your worth." She pointed to one of the men. He stepped forward. With his back still stiffened and his chin raised, he stared past her. He didn't wish to be rude, but he wouldn't allow himself to appear frightened or intimidated either.

The Sister Superior allowed those words to hover on the air.

None of the men spoke. "What do you say? Can you accept this challenge?"

"We accept this challenge!" Mateo and the other men called out.

"Good," she said.

Several of her comrades came forward, and they guided the boys to the different rooms. Mateo glanced back at that blonde for just a moment. Their eyes locked on one another, and it felt as though she wished to convey something.

But what?

For her part, Felicia watched as one of the older and more experienced sisters held out her hand and motioned for Mateo to enter his cell. He walked into the small room. A low burning torch glowed in the corner of the room, casting everything in this twilight haze.

The woman commanded, "Strip."

Having only witnessed fifteen summers, Felicia didn't know what to expect. Right away, she felt like she should turn away and try to hide from this, whatever it might be.

But no. She was a dedicated sister; she had made her promises, so she would not break here. More importantly, a different kind of curiosity swam through her veins as she considered this man.

Mateo kept his head up. He removed his tunic, the coarse shirt he wore underneath, his boots and his belt. He removed those garments one at a time, until he stood there, nude.

Simultaneously, he seemed proud of his flaccid cock. At that moment, he didn't allow his own desires to sweep through his body; he didn't yield to those animalistic urges. He was a warrior, and so he could obtain a higher level of being.

Three days.

He only needed to keep his body under control for three days.

"Do you see those shackles?" Felicia's sister pointed to the other side of the small chamber.

He turned. The metal bands glistened under the light. They looked rough but secure. His eyes moved up along the individual, iron links all the way to the wall. A pair of hooks had been drilled into the stone, and now the shackles waited for him.

"I do," he said.

"You're going to wear those," she told him.

"I will," he promised. "I will wear them, and I will learn to endure. I will demonstrate my worthiness."

This time, neither Felicia nor the other woman said anything. What were they waiting for?

Before Felicia could decide to ask, the small, wooden door opened again, only this time the Sister Superior entered. For several long seconds, Felicia held her breath as she waited to hear what this venerable woman might say.

First, the Sister Superior swept her stare around the room. Then she turned to Mateo and ignored the two nuns. "Now, you make your oath," she said.

With her head bowed down now, Felicia remained silent. The Sister Superior walked up to the boy, and she circled him once. He continued to stare straight ahead. Every few seconds, Felicia snuck a glance in their direction.

What was she feeling?

It was different.

Alien and exotic.

There was something fluttering deep within her core. She saw the curves of his chest, his muscles, his flat stomach, his muscled limbs, and those thin and narrow scars. Yes, this man was a warrior. He was someone who had ventured out onto the field of battle with a blade in hand. He had swung that weapon, cutting down his opponents.

Her brows tightened as Felicia tried to comprehend all of this. In truth, she didn't understand. How could she? She had grown up in a life of privilege. Her family had been wealthy, especially compared to the standards by which the local peasants had measured their hardscrabble existence. But this man had ventured out into the world.

He must have seen so much…

"Tell me your name," instructed the Sister Superior.

Despite his nudity, he spoke with a clear and powerful voice. In fact, it was enough to make Felicia flinch. Often, the sisters of the convent whispered. Even then, she couldn't remember the last time she had heard a man's voice.

"I am Mateo Marcos de la Cruz," he told her.

"Mateo Marcos de la Cruz, make your oath."

The warrior lowered himself down to his knees in front of the Sister Superior. He dipped his head down. With his chin pressed to his chest, he said, "I make this oath willingly. I surrender myself to you and your sisters. I strive to be a better warrior. I strive to be a better man. In this, I will shed my desires. I will fight the carnal urges that weaken my limbs and corrupt my soul. I will demonstrate my loyalty to my honor, my lord, and His word. I do this willingly. I do this eagerly. I do this gratefully. I make this oath."

"Good," the Sister Superior said. "Mateo Marcos de la Cruz, I accept your oath. Until you have mastered control of yourself, you shall remain in this cell. Felicia, step forward."

The girl obeyed.

Her superior commanded, "Promise your loyalty. Promise your dedication. Promise your willingness to work on this boy and break him of his worst habits, his impure thoughts, his carnal yearnings."

"I promise," Felicia said.

"Young man, I wish you luck and every blessing He can bestow upon you. Felicia, I'm confident you will work on him and give him the training he requires."

Felicia remained quiet and followed along. Now she opened her mouth and inhaled, but at the other sister stepped forward. She put her hand on his chest and pushed him back.

Mateo probably could have fought; he could have braced himself and held his ground. Instead, this warrior allowed himself to be nudged back right between the shackles. The young woman brought the first restraint up, and he raised his wrist. The iron band encircled his limb, locking on. Felicia flinched when she heard the lock engage.

The young woman secured the second restraint, then the third and the fourth. He was now naked and chained to the wall with only limited movement. He’d only enjoy brief tastes of freedom when he needed to leave or be bathed while under the sister’s watchful gaze. At that moment, he could drop down onto his knees if he saw fit, but the chains weren't long enough to allow his arms any kind of real movement.

"Come," the Sister Superior instructed.

The three women exited the cell, leaving Mateo Marcos de la Cruz alone to contemplate his future and the vow he had made.

Anno CCIII

"Wake up."

A snap of pain flashed across his face as he felt her strike. Her palm crashed down against his right cheek, leaving this burst of heat behind. He blinked his eyes open.

Felix wanted to think he had been asleep, only he was naked and on his feet. Right away, he wanted to rub his eyes. As he started to move his arms, he heard the clinking links. Then he glanced down at his wrists, and he saw the truth. He wore shackles.

"What, what is this?" Felix demanded. He blinked quickly and try to look around. First, he suspected there might have been something wrong with his vision. All around him, everything seemed dark. It was pitch black, and he couldn’t make out the silvery starlight or the soft illumination of the moon. Rather, he saw the yellow tinged light of several torches hanging from grooves in the rough walls.

"Welcome back," she said. "To be honest, I was wondering if you’d be susceptible to the powder."

"Powder?" Felix growled. "What powder?" Even as he asked, he vaguely remembered standing out, basking in the cold, and reveling in his triumph. That young woman had attempted to seduce him. She had come up to him, and his body responded, yet he had denied the worst instincts of his physical form.

But then there had been…

His memories seem to buzz, fizz, and pop into a gray miasma as he struggled to pull out those concrete details. What had he seen? What had happened?

Yes, he was chained to a wall in a cave, and he took in a slow breath, but he still couldn't comprehend what had transpired. His lips hardened, and he locked his teeth together.

His captor, whoever this was, seemed to be patient enough, like it didn't matter how long he required to recover his senses.

Taking that time, Felix tried to push through the noise. He could vaguely recall taking steps through the darkened woods. He heard the wolves again. Again? Was that a memory from earlier that night? Or had something else happened?

Then he closed his eyes, and he recalled the dark figure standing in front of him. He had turned around, and she pulled back her hood. She had silken, black hair. She had sharp, vixen-features, a narrow face, and a small nose. If she had been finally dressed, she could have been a princess or concubine off in some powerful monarch's court. Maybe she had smiled at him, and he could vaguely remember the edges of her teeth, each one white in the weak light.

"You," he said.

"Me," replied the young woman.

It was the girl from before…She wore a tight, crimson dress with a black ribbon tied around her waist. Shining boots covered her feet, and charcoal-gray tights encircled her legs.

She was small, he saw right away. She looked like the kind of girl who would be nervous about sneaking off into the dark. If a man found her, he would obviously be able to do whatever he liked. Only his own sense of honor and decorum would have held him back. And yet, this girl stood right in front of him, and her eyes twinkled with delight.

"Where am I? What is this place?" Felix demanded as he tugged against his restraints.

"Consider this to be my lair," she said. "In truth, I have been waiting for a boy like you for quite some time. When you wandered into my woods, I sensed there might be something special about you. And sure enough, I followed you into the tavern, and I learned all about you."

"You don't know anything about me," he said absentmindedly as he turned back to the shackles. His eyes moved along at the metal bands. They were rough; they hadn't been designed for crafted by any kind of expert. Perhaps the smith who made these chains and bands had been drunk. It didn't matter. He tugged, and he lifted his arms, and he could move around a little bit, less than a foot in any direction.

"I know plenty about you," she replied. "And I intend to learn far more. But right now, I am curious about something."

"What? What's that?"

"Why did you turn down that woman?"

The monk swallowed. This wasn't something he intended to explain to some young girl.

That's why he inhaled. He held his breath, and he ignored the fact that he was naked. He didn't care that he had been somehow stripped. He didn't care about the rough patches in his memory either. Instead, he had to focus. He needed to concentrate on this moment, especially because he sensed something.

Felix understood the difference between reasoning and intuition. Reasoning relied on observable facts while intuition might be a question of conscience or a feeling. It didn't need to be explicit or articulate. Instead, it simply nudged the individual. Some of the scholars he had met consider this to be proof of the soul. Perhaps it was a message from the divine.

In that instant, his intuition told him to be wary of this girl. This time, he ignored it. He wasn't interested in those unspoken feelings, not when he understood how the world worked. Perhaps mysteries of the soul were difficult to comprehend, but this was a girl. Just a girl. She was young, she had to be inexperienced, naïve, and suffering from all of the debilitating weaknesses of her sex. As with all women, her humors would be out of balance unless she had a husband to keep her docile. Other mysteries may have intrigued Felix, but he understood that men took the lead, especially when it came to the exploration of the world.

As his expression sharpened, he glared back at her, "Girl, I don't know what kind of game you think you're playing, but you're not going to be able to win this. Release me now, or face the consequences." No, he couldn't escape the shackles. No, he had no idea what those "consequences" might have been, but he called out the words, one after another, confident he could defeat her, whatever that entailed.

She slapped him.

Her hand flew up and struck his other cheek. Fresh heat glowed along his skin even as he tried to comprehend what had just happened.

"How dare you?" Felix shot back, only there wasn't any real rage in his voice. He couldn't conjure true antipathy, not when the shock and pain continued to vibrate along his nerves.

"Dear boy," she said, "You don't seem to comprehend where you are. You can't escape."

Right as she uttered those words, he jerked against his bonds. He pulled and twisted, kicking his bare feet down and yanking as hard as he could on the shackles. The metal clinked all over again. He could hear those sounds as he fought the chains and at the iron bands.

"Are you done now?" The girl sounded so arrogant, so haughty How could a female summon that kind of tone? As far as Felix was concerned, the members of the weaker sex were destined to be demure and obedient. When confronted by a confident man, she should have quivered as she waited to be told what to do. He had never really questioned this before; yes, he had an inquisitive mind, and wished to understand how the world worked, but some details didn't need to be probed or explored. Women’s place in the world and society had already been determined long ago.

"You can't get away with this," he said.

"I can't get away with slapping you? Is that what you're telling me?" The petite girl raised her right hand, her fingers held tight together, her palm open.

Reflexively, his hand flew out, and he tried to grab her wrist, only his limb was stopped by the chains. Frustration flared through his body. He wanted to grab her by her wrist and to pull her close. He wanted to demand the key. Even if it meant he had to strip search her, he didn't care. He would have torn through every garment to find what he needed.

"Let's test that theory, shall we?" the girl asked. She slapped him across the face again. Stubborn, he refused to turn away. She struck the right side, the left. His eyes started to water; his vision blurred. He hated those reflexes. His body betrayed him in that moment.

"It's okay," she said. "I'm simply teaching you. That's what you want, isn't it, monk? You want to learn."

"You don't know anything about me," he said.

"I know a lot about you," she retorted. "I know that your name is Felix, that you are a monk, and that you have supposedly dedicated yourself to understanding the world." His eyes narrowed as he glowered at her, his face taut with barely controlled anger. Despite his expression, she flashed another coquettish smile at him. "All of that is fairly obvious. What I wish to understand is why you turned her away."

"Who are you?"

"This isn't a trade," she informed him as she forward. She was close, almost close enough to kiss him. Her presence awoke something within him—something he had to stifle.

Because he refused to answer, she pulled back and slapped him across the face again. Another spurt of heat coursed along his cheek. She hadn't inflicted any kind of real damage, he knew. And yet, the fury still pooled beneath the surface of his skin as he bristled with every muscle he possessed. His limbs tightened, and he wanted to fling himself forward.

He had never gone to the games; he had never watched any of the competitions in the Coliseum or at any of the provincial capitals. But in that moment, he itched to grab her. He thirsted for victory in a way he had never experienced.

Were all women like this? Were they also infuriating? Sure, he had heard the jokes. Soldiers, scholars, merchants, farmers, and even slaves sometimes chuckled about how obstinate and irritating women could be. Yes, men ruled the world, but women seemed to know exactly how to get in their way. More importantly, he had picked up on some of those lectures in which the philosophers discussed the fundamental weaknesses in women and how they were irrevocably different from the superior sex.

"I asked you a question, and now I crave an answer. Tell me. Tell me the truth, boy."

"Fine," he snarled, mostly because he didn't think it changed anything one way or the other. She could demand answers, yet he had never tried to hide the truth from anyone. He frequently expounded upon his own beliefs and what he had learned. After all, if he discovered something about the world, then he had an obligation to share it with others. That was the best way for wisdom to spread.

"Go on…" There was something so patronizing, so condescending in her voice as she teased him.

His nostrils twitched, but he finally told her, "I wasn't interested."

"Felix, I want you to understand something. Right here and now, I make an oath. I make this oath to the spirits, to the earth, to the air, the water, and the mountains. I promise...I will break you. In doing so, I promise to give you the wisdom you crave."

"You're just a girl," he said.

"That's what you think. And that's why you're wrong."


Chapter 2: First Touch

In the Year of Our Lord, 1203

That night, Felicia didn't sleep. She wasn't sure what was wrong. Normally, her regular chores exhausted her. That was part of her devotion, she knew. Scrubbing floors and pots, arranging dishes, and working the fields meant long hours of difficult effort. For the most part, she did her best. Perhaps she didn't choose this life, but she didn't wish to fail either. She wouldn't disgrace her family, even if they had given her away so cheaply.

Felicia never voiced any of those thoughts to anyone else. Given away cheaply? She was a Bride of Christ; she was supposed to be dedicated to His service. Their Savior had sacrificed himself to save humanity from original sin. All of those ideas spun around inside of her head, but they couldn't quite expunge those other doubts.

Were those the whispers of His nemesis? Or was it something else entirely?

Felicia didn't know, and she had no intention of finding out either, so she’d do her duty.

On most days and nights, that was easy enough. Eat, work, pray, and sleep. Eat, work, pray and sleep. She obeyed the tenants of her order; she followed her promises as she understood them.

And yet…

Her small cot wasn't comfortable; it wasn't anywhere near as nice or as soft as the bed she had once enjoyed in her family home. Normally, however, she could still lose herself to the easy relaxation of sleep and dreams. But tonight, she kept rolling. She would be on her back and look up. She would roll onto her side.

Her thoughts never faded; they never got fuzzy or soft around the edges. Instead, they remained crystalline sharp as she contemplated that boy down in his cell.

Mateo Marcos de la Cruz.

Yes, he was older, but there was something strange about seeing him naked and shackled.

She kept thinking about his body, the contours of his chest, the scars. What had he seen? What had he done? What could he do?

What could she do to him?

That last question forced her eyes open in the utter dark of her small chamber. Like the other sisters, she still a small, private space dedicated to sleep and contemplation.

No, she hadn't gotten up, and she had it splashed any of the cold basin water into her face, yet she felt just as sharp and awake and alert. What could she do to him? Why would she think such a thought?

And yet, another urge seemed to spin and swirl deep within her chest. It grew stronger with every moment. She found herself pressed her lips together into a serious pout. Again and again, she reminded herself that she needed sleep. Exhaustion was supposed to be clawing at her insides.

But then she smirked as she remembered her first night in the small room. When she first arrived, she hadn't truly comprehended what her life would mean or how this nunnery could be a prison. And yet, she wasn't allowed to leave. She couldn't run, and there was nowhere to go. No one would have helped her.

If she had fled, she would have been the worst kind of fugitive. If a condemned prisoner decided to flee, this could be understood. He didn't want to die, or he craved his freedom. But why would a woman run away from the Lord? Didn't that say something truly terrible about her character, about her very soul?

It wasn't fair, she thought.

But why not? How could it be anything but fair if she was serving the Lord?

At some point, she had learned to do discard those thoughts. They didn't help her. Besides, the work drained away her reserves, making it harder and harder for her to worry about anything else. Months had gone by, and now she had settled into the routine of her new life. Whether she liked it or not, she had to accept it. Anything else with led to madness.

Only now, there was this young man shackled underneath the convent.

In fact, there were many men, but one of them had been assigned to her…

This simple idea kept her awake. Felicia opened her eyes every few seconds. She tried again to lose herself to sleep, to coax that exhaustion from deep within her body. And yet, it seemed as though she had discovered some new reservoir of energy. She ran the tip of her tongue along the edges of her teeth. She licked her bottom lip. And then, without realizing it, she slipped her hand underneath her down. With a couple of rough blankets on top of her, she could keep the chill at bay. But now, she parted her legs, and her fingers found that spot right between her inner thighs.

She tried to believe she was half-asleep; that was why she allowed herself to follow those instincts. She understood the importance of sexual abstinence. A woman, especially a sister of her order, could not to embrace a man. She couldn’t succumb to her feminine urges; too often, women craved sex, which could only lead to tragedy and catastrophe.

She only needed to consider the Fall to understand this simple principle.

Still, the desires persisted. She didn't comprehend what that might mean or why it was so important. By so many standards, she was young. Technically an adult, she had already been given over to eternal service. And yet, this intrigued her. She nibbled on the inside of her mouth as her middle to fingers slid along her opening. She touched herself, and she kept thinking about that man.

There was just that image, no story, no explanation, no justification. Her fingers darted along her crevice, and the heat continued to gather and pulse brighter.

She had him. He was chained down in his cell, and she had the key. It had been given to her; it sat on the small box in the corner where she kept her clothing. He couldn't get to it. He remained trapped. Yes, he was a warrior, but she had power over him.

Truly, Felicia didn't understand how this was possible or what it might mean, but she continued to glide her fingers up and down along her slit. Maybe this was wrong. Maybe she needed to stop.

At that moment, she couldn't listen to those pangs of conscience. She didn't care. There was the pleasure, the heat, and that image. There was nothing else.

Drawn on by those primal cravings, she touched herself, rubbing her hand between her legs. Then her fingers slid up along her body. Her stomach tightened, and her hand found its way up toward her chest. She found her nipples. This young woman just barely touched one, and she bit down harder on the inside of her lip. Excitement roiled through her body. Addictive, alluring, and impossible to ignore, the stimulation called her on. More and more, the passion gripped her. She opened her eyes again, wider this time. She sucked in a breath. Cool air ran along the edges of her teeth and up to the roof of her mouth before she swallowed it down, panting from one puffed breath to the next.

She didn't whisper anything; she didn't dare make a sound, for she worried someone else might overhear her wanton noises. And yet, she still basked in that image.

A man. Her man. Chained against the wall. Bound. Powerless.

For once, it wasn't her. She didn't need to think of herself as a prisoner here, not when she had his key.

Yes!

All at once, she tensed and screamed out, the ecstasy flaring along her nerves. Her feet tightened, her ankles clenched, and every muscle she possessed locked up for just a delicious moment.

Then she stopped, and she fluttered her eyes open. She blinked, and she needed know how much more time she had. Would the bells ring for the morning prayer? She didn't know, and she didn't care, not as she grinned.

Only then, she made herself a little promise, "I'm going to play with him. I'm going to play with him, and I’m going to have some fun."

Eventually, the morning bells did ring. Felicia threw off her blankets, and she quickly got dressed. She pulled herself into her appropriate clothing, and now she was attired for morning prayers. When she went into the chapel and kneeled before the altar, she contemplated what had happened.

She whispered an apology and contemplated what all of this meant. Simultaneously, she understood that something had shifted within her.

Once they were released from the prayers and sent out into the fields, Felicia didn’t even care about to be cold that washed down from the mountains. She barely noticed. While many of her sisters seemed to drudge forward and could barely hold onto their picks, axes, pots, and canvas bags, Felicia almost wished she could skip forward like a little girl.

She soon spotted one of the girls she liked and trusted most: Isabella. As the women walked out onto the fields, Felicia broke into a jog and quickly caught up with her friend.

Isabella had been here for three or four years. Like Felicia, she had been sent because she was the youngest daughter. The eldest would be married off to powerful men. They would be allowed to maintain their own households and to take some small thread of control over their lives.

"Good morning," Felicia said.

"You sound excited," Isabella replied as her breath puffed out on the air in a silvery cloud.

"Do I?" She hadn't noticed anything different within her own voice, but maybe her cheeks were flushed. Maybe her sisters could tell that something was different?

"You do," Isabella said with a small smile. "Are you thinking about the man in the cells?"

"About that…" Felicia gulped. "I'm starting to wonder if maybe there was a mistake? Maybe the Sister Superior overestimated me?"

"What makes you say that?"

"Well, I'm not really sure exactly what I'm supposed to be doing."

"It's okay," Isabella said. "You're doing the right thing. Honestly, I think this is kind of a silly tradition, especially at this point, but you're supposed to ask."

"What? Really?"

"I guess it's supposed to be a lesson in humility? Or maybe it's just a tradition," said the other girl with a shrug. Unlike most of the other sisters here, she had fiery red hair and vibrant green eyes. Felicia had never known exactly what that meant, but she thought her friend was quite beautiful. She was exotic and special in so many different ways, not that she was allowed to demonstrate any of this.

"I suppose that make sense?" Felicia said, careful to keep her tone neutral, especially when she knew that gossip could run rampant among the sisters. Since they had nothing else to do, snide comments could sometimes infect their conversations, even if that was supposed to be against it the dictates of their order.

At least they hadn't been required to take vows of silence; Felicia couldn't imagine what kind of hell that would be for her.

"Okay, so what you know about these boys? What are we supposed to do?"

"Test them."

"How?"

Isabella stopped and peeked around as though she knew she had to utter something difficult. Perhaps she was an older girl, and maybe she had more experience in the wider world, yet that changed nothing in that particular instance. Glancing down toward the ground beneath their feet, she said, "You must test him sexually."

"What?"

"You heard the vows, didn't you? These boys need to be tempted. They need to be teased. That is your task, Felicia."

"I made a vow of chastity!"

"True," Isabella said. "But there is so much more you can do. Plus, there is the book."

"What book?" Felicia asked even as her eyes narrowed with suspicion.

"It has no name. It is a book passed from one generation of sisters to the next."

"What does this book say?"

"It is a manual. It is a guide. It is a set of instructions for a girl like you."

"I'm no strumpet," Felicia insisted. "I won't compromise myself." Even as she uttered those words, she thought of her traitorous thoughts. What about what she had done alone in the dark? Surely, He saw her indiscretions, but were they wrong? She hadn't been with a man. She never broke her vow of chastity. And yet, the excitement had swept through her body and stolen away her senses.

But it had been so good, so blissful…

"Does the Sister Superior know about this?"

Isabella shrugged, "In truth, I don't know. Part of me wants to believe there isn't anything she doesn't know about in our order, and yet…" Her voice trailed off before she shrugged again. "It's impossible to know. Does she hear our whispers? Does she know what it is like to be young? I suspect so, but it's impossible to tell for certain."

"What happens if I break him?"

"He remains with you then," she said.

"He stays here?"

"That's right. You must break him at least once every three days. If he endures for a full three days and three nights, then you are obliged to free him."

"Break him…"

"You must spill his seed," Isabella clarified.

"But I, but I…" Felicia itched to confess her ignorance, to tell the truth. She had always been a virtuous young woman, so she wasn't prepared for something like this. For just a second, she blinked. When she closed her eyes, she thought of going to be Sister Superior and confessing her ignorance, her inability to do this. She was a flawed creature, and she didn't understand the ways of the male sex. She saw one man naked, but that didn't change anything. She didn't have the instincts to touch him or stroke him. Perhaps she remembered some of the giggling whispers of her sisters who had talked about what it was like to sneak off with some of the aristocratic young men, but Felicia had never been given the opportunity to play those sorts of games.

If she made those confessions, the Sister Superior might have taken him away from her. She didn't want that. All at once, this spike of cold to dread made its way through her insides. She swallowed back her trepidation. "I will figure it out," she declared.

"Don't worry," Isabella said. "Most of the sisters here let the boys go after a few days, a few weeks at most."

"I can do this," Felicia said, more to herself and anyone else.

Anno CCIII (203)

"Are you thirsty?" came the soft, gently teasing tone of a beautiful girl.

Yes, she was beautiful. Even in the guttering, inconsistent torchlight, he had to admit that, if only to himself. There was something about her sparkling black hair, the shape of her face, and the way she smiled. It was the white of her teeth, the vivid blue of her eyes, and the way she watched him.

Despite her question, Felix said nothing. He refused to speak. Of course, he had struggled against his shackles. He had yanked and twisted on the chains, first when she woke him from his drugged confusion and again once she left him alone. After a short time, however, he began to understand the basic truth of his situation.

He couldn't escape.

The shackles were tight against his wrists, the chains secured against the cave wall. He had no idea how she had done this, but she had him. After a while, he closed his eyes and tried to listen. He hoped maybe he would hear the sound of the wind rushing against the entrance to his prison. Again, that didn't happen either.

He couldn't hear anything. How deep were they under the mountains?

Biting down, he stared at her.

"It's okay if you're not thirsty," she told him, wiggling the water skin just a few inches away from his mouth.

Hours had gone by. He still didn't understand what she wanted or how she had taken him so easily. During his travels, he had heard of apothecaries and their concoctions, some miraculous, others nefarious.

"What do you want from me?"

"I want to learn about you," she said. "And then I want to tame you," she said in a low whisper. His eyes flickered wider, only the young woman burst into laughter. "You are very easy, boy. For a man who craves wisdom, you don't seem to be very understanding of the world around you. It was a joke; I was joking with you."

"You are taunting me," he said.

"You think this is taunting? We could always try something else," she said.

He squinted at this young woman as though she were some kind of foreign insect, one he didn't particularly appreciate even as he pondered whether or not she would be dangerous. She was. She was very dangerous. He understood all of that instinctively. The little hairs prickled along the back of his neck as she stepped forward.

He wanted to grab her, to pull her close, told her tight and to insist he wouldn't release her.

And yet, that's when she reached between his legs. Immediately, his hands jerked down toward his cock and balls, only this girl had easy access. She knew it. Her fingertips brushed along the base of his shaft, right between his rhodamine the rest of his cock. Her touch was surprisingly warm as she moved her hand up along his manhood.

"No…" Felix growled out. "No, you can't do this to me."

"What's that?"

“You can’t…you can’t touch me, you—you—”

Her fingers ran along his length.

"Succubus," he hissed.

"That would make things easier for you, wouldn't it?" She pressed her body forward. She was smaller than him. If he had been freed from the shackles, he needed to believe he could pounce and grab her and take her. He could have taken this vixen by her hair and dragged her back to the town. If they didn't know what to do with her, then he could've tied her wrists and literally carried her to the next city. Surely, this girl had committed some crime, and so she warranted the attention of the magistrate.

But first, he had to free himself.

"Just relax, boy. Relax and understand that I can do whatever I want with you. You enjoy lessons, don't you? Take that this all heart," she instructed.

He chuckled. It was a low, throbbing sound from deep within his chest as he left without any real mirth, "What? You think you can stimulate me? You think you can control me? I won't be manipulated, not by some girl like you!"

"I'm not sure I like your tone," she said. As she spoke, she wrapped her dexterous fingers around his circumference. By now, he had stiffened. Shame burned along his skin, but he couldn't deny it, not when that felt so incredible. Felix was a man, and he had those urges. They had been implanted deep within his psyche. Where did they come from? Had some malevolent god corrupted the human form? Perhaps they were pulling away from some ancient evil?

"Devil," he growled. "Demon. Monster. Beast!"

"Luna," she said. He blinked. Her fingers continued to glide up and down along his cock. It required most of his concentration and willpower, yet he managed to suppress any kind of sound. He wouldn't grunt or growl; he wouldn't give her the satisfaction of hearing those animalistic noises vibrated from deep within his throat. He was in control, he told himself. He wasn't a beast, and he couldn't be manipulated. He had control of his energies, all of them. Yes, there was that temptation, and maybe it burned bright like a hot Amber deep within his got, but he didn't care. He could fight this. He could defeat her…

"Luna," she said again. "That is what you can call me."

"It doesn't matter what I call you. It doesn't matter what you look like. Even the most beautiful flower can be poisonous."

"Oh? You think I'm beautiful?" She tittered like some adolescent girl, eager for the attention of a powerful man. Only then her expression hardened, and she pressed herself forward. She rubbed her chest against his, all while her hand continued to glide along his cock. She squeezed, moved down, up, relaxed her grip, and dropped her touch back down. "Remember, Felix. This is only the first time. This is your first touch, your first taste, your first glimmer of understanding. I get what I want, and now I have chosen you."

"You won't get away with this," he snarled.

"Oh? You think you can stop me? Is that it?" She pulled back. Her eyes shined with bright, mischievous luminescence. As she talked to him, she continued to use her hand. She was rubbing him, taunting and stimulating him. Those sensations coursed through his body, growing stronger and stronger.

The monk attempted to fight them back, yet it felt like throwing individual buckets of water at some raging inferno. The flames had already consumed half a forest, and now they rose like monstrous edifices towards the heavens. What could he do but get out of the way?

For a moment, he considered the possibility of yielding. He could have bucked his hips forward, rubbed his cock against it the palm of her small hand and surrendered. He would’ve felt that pulse of sensation, the ecstasy, the bliss spinning through him. It happened sometimes, especially at night when he couldn't control himself.

"Demon," he hissed again.

"Maybe," she allowed. "But maybe that's just a word you used to hide from the truth," she told him. "What do you think of that?" Luna grinned at him. As she did so, her lips parted to reveal the beautifully sharp edges of her teeth. "I could just be a girl who kidnapped you," she suggested.

"Demon," he growled again.

"Maybe," she said. That's when she let go.

He drooped down. His muscles remained tense, his shoulders bunched around his neck. His nostrils twitched, and he lifted his head slowly.

"Do you know what I find fascinating about your so-called self-control?" Luna taunted him. "You have denied yourself for so long, and now a pretty girl like me walks up to you, and I touch you just a little bit, and you lose control. So many of you boys like to say that women are the ones who can't control ourselves. You propagate these ideas, and you try to convince everyone. You get together with other boys and you try to figure out women. You don’t talk to us; you don’t let us add to the discussion. Then you call that truth. And yet, I can see the truth behind your eyes, Felix. I know all about you, monk."

"To the health with you," he snarled back.

She chuckled. Now she came up in front of him, and she reached down. This time, she used both hands. He wished he could bring his legs together, but there was no way for him to block access to her body. She had perfectly calculated for his size. The chains allowed for just a hint of movement, just enough to allow the possibility of hope and of the illusion of progress. He could swing his arms to the left or right, yet he couldn't stop her, so now she had one hand moving along his scrotum. With the other, she toyed with his erection. She is one finger to play with the tip of his cock. She just barely touched him. Each gentle caress still struck like lightning.

"Stop," he growled as anger bubbled up the most sounds.

"Make me," she teased him.

"I will make you pay for this!"

"No," she told him. "You won't. You belong to me, and I can take whatever I want. I can use you for my experiments."

He jerked his head up and stared at her intently, "Experiments?"

"No," she said, drawing her hand away from his scrotum. She wagged her finger from side to side like she was a tutor talking down to some errant, lazy student to couldn't possibly comprehended this important idea anyway. "You don't need to understand them. You are a boy, and so I can't draw out your arousal. I can trigger your passions as I play with you."

"It, it won't work," he said.

"I bet I can make you lose control in the next minute," she said.

"Never," he said. "I won't be compromised," he insisted.

"And yet, you are already excited. Like some dog who can't control himself, you are rigid. If I didn't know any better, I might even suggest that you might be desperate. Are you desperate, monk?"

"Please…"

"Say my name," she instructed.

"You are a monster. You are a demon," he insisted.

Only at that moment, she brought her other hand back up, and she gently caressed the underside of his scrotum. Two fingers played with that spot beneath his balls. With her other fingers, she stroked and patted his sack.

Felix fought to hate this. He concentrated on his better nature, his intellect, his wisdom, and the discernment of his soul. As hard as he tried to pierce through the veil of desperate need and passion, he couldn't do it. Worst of all, he tried to close his eyes, only he found his gaze jumping back to her beautiful face.

"Demoness," he insisted again. At the same time, he growled out, "That, that's the only way this could happen. I am a man. I'm intellectually and biologically superior to you. I, I couldn't be taken so easily unless you used witchcraft on the! What was it? What kind of sorcery?"

"You believe yourself to be smarter," she stated. "You figure it out." As she uttered those words, she squeezed his cock again. With the pad of one thumb, she moved her digit along the upper portion of his cock. She triggered something within him. He tried to fight it, but he couldn't. In that next moment, he lost himself to her first touch. She stroked and played with his balls, coaxing the wild need throughout his body until he tensed. His shaft pulsated. It throbbed. It felt like one of those incredible dreams when he awoke, his undergarments damp with a different excretion. Only this time, there was a beautiful girl with her dark hair and her sharp eyes, and he tried to look away, only he lost himself to her cruelly tender grip.

Within seconds, he was spent, drained, and now he collapsed forward, hanging there from his shackles.

"Drink," she said as she brought the water skin up to his mouth. "That was pleasure. But I can use pain."

"You won't get away with this," he said. Immediately after, however, he parted his lips, and she let the water slide into his mouth and down his throat.

"That's right," she said. "You'll do what I want. You can call me whatever you like, but I am Luna, and I have you. Just as the tides are enslaved by the moon, you are now mine." As hard as he tried to shake his head, Felix couldn't bring himself to do it, not yet. Soon. Soon enough, he would regain his strength, and he would be prepared to fight her.

In the Year of Our Lord, 1203

When she stood outside of the cell, Felicia truly didn't know what to do. If she strained, she could hear the sounds coming from the other cells. There were moans, gasps, and other noises. She thought she heard the sound of leather striking against flesh with rhythmic cruelty.

And yet, Felicia wasn't like some of these other girls. For many of them, joining the convent had been the highest honor. Otherwise, they would have been required to live as peasants and sharecroppers. As serfs, they would work to enrich their lords as part of some divine constellation which they could scarcely comprehend. Here, they worked hard, yes, but these girls could be grateful for this incredible chance. They were truly blessed…

Occasionally, Felicia caught their glances. She had done her best to ignore them. A few of those girls were younger. Most of them were older. They had calloused hands, and they spoke in the pastoral dialect. Felicia didn't really think about them very much, yet she sometimes imagined hostile or dangerous glances.

Strictly speaking, all of the sisters of the order were supposed to be detached from the rest of society. They no longer occupied the same ranks. Rich or poor, noble, merchant, or peasant, none of it was supposed to mean anything any longer. They were all sinners in the eyes of their Lord.

And yet, some old habits might die with great difficulty, she knew.

That was what kept her from approaching any of the other doors. What was she supposed to do? How was she supposed to confront this man? If he had traveled across the continent and battled numerous foes, what could she do?

Felicia didn't know for certain, but then she made up her mind. She crept over to one of the doors and she saw a small dent in that wooden barrier. These cells were old, she quickly discerned. She had no idea when they were constructed. Had they been built when the convent was first raised over the old mines and caves at the foot of the Pyrenees?

A different kind of curiosity swam through her blood as she lifted herself up onto the tips of her toes, and she squinted through the gap in the small door. On the other side, she watched as a girl licked her lips. She looked up at the night. His shaft hardened as the girl licked her lips seductively. She was mostly turned away from the door; she probably wouldn't notice Felicia. Even if she had, the young blonde didn't believe she had broken any rules. She was simply curious, and she wished to understand the rules of this game.

For a moment, she bristled, thinking it was unfair. Why did the Sister Superior assume she could do this? Why didn’t they get any kind of training, any kind of explanation?

It felt like a game.

Or maybe they wanted her to fail? Was that a possibility?

Felicia knew she was supposed to listen to her conscience, obey her superiors, and fit herself into the grand scheme of the universe. He had directed the sun and moon and stars in a natural order. She was supposed to be a part of this, and yet…

That sister licked her lips again, leaned forward, and massaged the base of his cock before moving her thumbs up and down along his center. Then she wrapped her lips around his shaft. She started to suck. She hollowed her cheeks, and the knight aspirant grunted, digging his heels down even as he arched his back.

At first, he clearly tried to stay silent, but then he told her, "You're not going to be able to do this. You don't have what it takes. You are a pure soul. You might be a beautiful girl, but you have a pure soul. I can see it in your eyes. Just stop. You don't have to do this. You can cease. If you fail, I can be on my way. I will fight to defend it, the churches of Europe. You will know you made the right decision."

The girl pulled away, and she wiped her lips. She smiled up at him. She considered his glistening shaft, and then she ran her palms along his left and right side. From there, she wrapped one hand around his member, and she massaged him.

The warrior tightened his fingers down against the palms of his hands.

Felicia understood that they were not permitted to have sex. The male member couldn't be allowed near their virtue; these young women had dedicated themselves to a life of service and obedience. Nothing else could be tolerated.

Was that what she was supposed to do?

Felicia narrowed her eyes. She tried to understand.

But then the girl did something Felicia hadn't expected.

Her sister stepped back, and the man grunted.

"And you know, maybe we could just tell the others that you failed? It could be our secret. It could be a secret we share with one another."

"This is nowhere near seven years," said the sister with a hint of glee lacing those words. "You might be a powerful warrior elsewhere, but here you are helpless."

"I'm not helpless!"

"And yet, can you do anything besides watch me pleasure myself?"

Felicia sucked in a breath. Not only that, she watched as her comrade stripped herself of her habit, her robes, her undergarment, everything…Soon, she revealed herself. Her body was on display.

Felicia didn't know whether or not the other girl was beautiful. There were blemishes along her skin, yet the warrior seemed utterly bedazzled. He stared at her, his eyes sweeping up and down along her body as though he hoped to memorize every detail.

After nearly a minute, he clenched his eyes shut.

The young woman reached up, and she brushed her lips with her fingertips. There was that momentary contact before she sat down on the other side of the room. She spread her legs, and she brought one hand up to her breast. With her other hand, she started to touch herself.

"I won't watch," the warrior insisted.

"Won't you?"

He opened his mouth like he knew what he had to say, only then she pinched her left nipple. In that moment, Felicia licked her bottom lip and did the exact same. She brought her hand up to her chest, and she could feel the stiffened heat right there underneath the layers of her garments.

Despite his protestations, the warrior still didn't turn his head away. "You can't help yourself," said the peasant girl. "You want to see this so you hunger for it. You hunger for me. That is why you are staying right here. You haven't mastered anything. You are just like all of the other men out in the world. Stare all you like, but that sin poisons your blood, and the need has been etched into your soul."

"No," he said, sounding frantic. Only a few moments before, he had tried to negotiate with her. Perhaps he had truly believed he would be able to get what he wanted from this young woman. Now, however, he saw the truth. At the same time, he continued to stare with eager desperation written across his sharp features. Moment by moment, perhaps, he tried to remember his values and the mantras that had guided him as a warrior. Perhaps he was even thinking of the challenges he had already faced, the enemies he had overcome.

No. Instantly, Felicia could discern the truth.

In that cell, he was lost. The rest of the world had ceased to exist for him. That was why these men needed to be trained. They had to learn to focus, to concentrate, and not to lose themselves.

His tormentor continued to touch herself, moving her hand up and down along her slit. She played with herself, just as Felicia had done alone in the dark.

Finally, Felicia forced herself to look away. Instead, she went to her own cell door. She exhaled slowly.

She walked into the room, and that's when she saw him.

Mateo Marcos de la Cruz.

At first, she pulled in a breath, like she intended to greet him. But then she considered this young man. She studied him.

This was her opportunity, she knew.

At first, she walked over to the other side of the room, and she sat down on the small bench. She gazed at him. With her back straight and her hands resting demurely on her lap, she kept her knees together. And yet, underneath her habit, she could feel the excitement. It seemed to simmer beneath the surface of her skin.

Despite this, she kept her features even and level.

Mateo said nothing.

Again and again, she considered what she might say to him. But then, she decided it didn't matter. Before she could stop herself, she started giggling, "You know, I would be intimidated by you anywhere else."

The warrior didn't speak. He remained there, naked, on his feet with his knees parted and his arms raised above his head. He stared forward. "Just look at you." Indeed, she was intrigued by the contours of his body. He had a muscled frame. He had spent long months and years marching, lifting his heavy pack, carrying his sword, and wearing the weight of armor.

"You're a fighter," she said. "I can't imagine what sorts of challenges you have overcome to be here right now. It's very impressive." She tilted her head to the side slightly. "And yet, it's also my job to stop you, isn't it? I'm supposed to keep you here. I'm supposed to test you. I'm supposed to push you to your limits. If you manage to go for three entire days without release, then you win. In that way, I guess you and I are playing a game."

"This isn't a game," he said, his voice quiet and low.

"What would you call it then?"

"It's a test of my faith, my power, and my endurance," he responded. He didn't look at her.

"To tempt you?"

Taylor said nothing.

Felicia stood, and she walked over to this boy. At that moment, she realized that he was young. Despite the scars along his features, he wasn't old like her father, or any of the elders from her town.

Tentatively, cautious, and curious all at the same time, Felicia reached up. With her small fingers, she brushed her hand along the contours of his right ear, then down along his jaw. When she made contact, he flinched, turning his head to the side.

"It's okay," she said. "I won't hurt you." She felt like she was speaking to one of the pups or newborn ponies on her father's estate.

"You tempt me," he said.

"Yeah, I do," she said. That's when she moved her hands down along his neck, his shoulders, then the curves of his chest. She savored the feel of his muscles, plus the heat radiating off of him. He seemed so powerful, yet he was bound. That paradox intrigued her in a way nothing else could. At the same time, she thought of her sister, off in that other cell, touching herself as she held another aspirant's attention. "Let's see what you can take."

Standing in the center of the cell now, she contemplated this man. Then she reached down, and she hesitated. She knew she wanted to strip, just as her sister had done. She wanted to bare her body and to feel his attention. Why? Was that wrong? Did this echo with the sin of pride?

She was doing it for her sisterhood; she had been tasked with testing this man. Besides, she knew she could resist her own desires. Maybe, deep down, she yearned to know what the feeling of a man would be like. Perhaps it was that hidden urge, a secret need. It didn't matter. She reminded herself again and again of the simple truth. She wouldn't feel his manhood; she would never know the powerful thrusts of a man lost to his passions.

More than that, she told herself. She couldn't regret the loss of something she had never experienced in the first place…And that justification was almost enough to satisfy her.

Although he didn’t try to make eye contact with her this time, Felicia still turned around. She stripped, removing one layer after another. Soon, she was naked, her pert breasts on display, her flattened pale stomach, invisible, her pubic hair on display.

Breathing out slowly, she turned around and faced him. She tried to wear a seductive expression. But since she hadn't yet witnessed sixteen summers, it made her wonder what she should do. She tried to think of her sisters back on her father's estate and how they had teased and played with the boys. She remembered the sounds of their laughter, the way they sprinted across the fields as the boys chased after them. Like Felicia, they had long, wavy blonde hair. Unlike Felicia, they had never been forced to hide it underneath the garments of a sister.

Wondering what he saw and whether or not she had his attention, she did her best to saunter back over to the bench. She sat down. She turned and faced him and felt that stab.

He had closed his eyes!

Unlike the other warrior in that other cell, Mateo Marcos de la Cruz had managed to resist.

What if she failed? What if, after a paltry three days, she had to release him?

No. No. No.

Felicia wouldn't accept that kind of failure. She wouldn't allow herself to be defeated so easily!

It was a strange thought, especially for a nun, yet she still told herself that she was beautiful. If she had been allowed to grow up on her father's estate, he never would have had any difficulty marrying her off to a powerful man. With her clear skin and her sharp teeth, her red lips and her vibrant eyes, she could have attracted lots of suitors. It was all a question of money, of the decisions the men around her made.

Men.

They always made the decisions. They ruled. They were the kings, the ministers, the warriors and the priests.

Felicia jumped up to her feet, she stomped across the stony floor, and then she slapped this warrior across the face. "Look at me," she demanded.

His eyes opened.

He saw her, and maybe something else passed over his features.

"Better," she said.

She had done it. She had actually struck a man. It seemed like an utter impossibility. How could she have done something so brazen, so bold? She was supposed to be demure, obedient, and always subservient. She obeyed the Sister Superior who followed the dictates of the bishop. Even confidence fell under male authority, because everything did. That was the natural order of every world, both said, celestial and material.

"Don't make me do that again," Felicia said.

She tried to read his expression. She tried and failed.

Despite those uncertainties, Felicia walked back over to the bench. She sat down. By now, the cold air had summoned goosebumps to the surface of her skin, down along her neck, all the way to her biceps. Even so, she licked her fingertips slowly and seductively. Then she slid her hand right down between her legs. She was going to do this. She was really going to do this. If anyone had snuck a glance into this cell, they would have seen that honestly lascivious expression on her face.

When she touched herself, she knew she was supposed to be thinking about this warrior. She had to seduce him.

But then she opened her eyes, and she noticed how his manhood twitched.

"I saw that," she told him.

"Nothing happened," he insisted.

"Sweet. And wrong," she said with a different kind of confidence slipping into her tone. It wasn't intentional; it didn't need to be either. "I saw. I saw what you did. But don't worry. I'm going to have some fun before I touch you."

"It will change nothing," he tried to assure her.

"Funny," she said with that same rush of newly discovered confidence. "Because right now, I noticed that you aren't closing your eyes," she pointed out. "Is this something a man wants to see? Is this something he needs?"

"I will not succumb to the temptations of the flesh," Mateo growled back, only those words sounded like they were intended for someone else.

"Very funny," she replied. She kept her eyes locked on his. His gaze dipped down toward her legs. The moisture drained away from his mouth as his body responded. In spite of everything he said, and all that he wished to believe, Mateo still endured those pulses of need. The desires swirled hot and fast through his body. They grew stronger. He tried to deny it. He tried so hard to fight it.

Felicia enjoyed the show.

More and more, she discovered something powerful. There was an alluring, intoxicating sense of control because she could decide what happened. He couldn't. Out on the street, in a royal court, a merchant house, a dining hall, anywhere but here, he would have been able to seize control. He could have spoken over her and told her what to do.

No more. With those shackles around his wrists, he had to watch. Better yet, she had been tasked this goal. That's what she thought about as she moved her hand along her sex. Her fingers caressed her opening. Then she pressed down. Through all of this, he watched. It was true that he managed to turn his head to the left or right, up or down. He even closed his eyes for a few seconds, but it wasn't enough.

"Your will is faltering," she said. "Is this why men are so scared of women? Is this why you fear what we can do? It's not about how beautiful we might be or our talent for seduction. It's all about your weakness, isn't it?" Before she uttered those words, the thought had never occurred to her, yet it intrigued her nonetheless. She didn't know if it was the physical stimulation or that intellectual concept. Either way, she moved her fingers a little faster. She explored her womanhood from one moment to the next. Her heart kicked faster, yet she could still articulate herself so easily.

Things had become more difficult for Mateo. "No!" he roared like some untamed beast.

His tormentor rubbed faster, gliding her fingers up and down. She went in. She stretched the walls of her pussy; she massaged her slit, working herself up as the desires grew stronger and stronger.

"Yes…" she hissed through her teeth. By this point, she was biting down. Tempted to close her eyes, she sucked in one breath after another. She fought back that urge and lifted her head. She stared at that bound captive. She savored the way his muscles tensed and clenched. Every few seconds, he pulled against his restraints as though he truly believed he would be able to tear himself away from the wall. It wasn't going to happen; he would never be strong enough.

Then her eyes dipped down toward his manhood. Yes, he was aroused. His cock had hardened, and she grinned.

"This, this feels so good!" Felicia panted out. She loved the excitement, the curling ecstasy, the tension, especially when it exploded out into that burst of fiery passion. She moaned, panting and gasping. In that instant, she didn't care if any of the other sisters heard her.

Then it was over, and she found herself leaning forward, her knees brought back together, her elbows pressing into her lap.

"I didn't know it could be like that," she said.

That's when she lifted herself up from the bench. She sauntered over to this man, and she looked down at her middle fingers. They glistened with her juices. Because she could, she reached down with her left hand, and she stroked his scrotum, the base of his cock, his full length, and the tip. When she pulled her hand away, she saw how he shivered and shuddered. Those were instinctive, animalistic responses, she saw.

Tilting her head to the side, she ran the tip of her tongue along her teeth. She contemplated him, and she didn't know exactly what she was doing, but that was fine. As a young woman, she had learned to be quiet and demure; she understood the importance of disappearing into the background, especially when men were around her and needed to conduct their business. And yet…

She was in control. That new, novel idea pulsed through her mind, and then she came up to him. She stroked him again, gliding her fingers along his cock. "You like that," she said. It wasn't a question. "You like that, and you want more, don't you? You would like me to dance my fingers and run my hand up and down along your cock."

"I, I…" He started to speak. He was struggling hard. Then she saw his willpower harden along with the expression on his face. He intended to utter a protest. He opened his mouth. That's when she brought her right hand up, and she touched her listening fingertips to his tongue.

He tasted her sex; he experienced the flavor of her juices.

His eyes widened, and he turned his head away, only it was too late.

"What's wrong?" Felicia asked. "The wild beast can't fight back?"

"I will not dishonor myself by fighting," he said.

"Because you volunteered for this," she said in a childish, singsong tone. "Because you want to be a warrior."

"I am a warrior!"

"But you're not yet a brother in your vaunted order, are you? That's what you want. I wager that's what you crave more than anything else, which is why you think you can prove yourself here."

This foreign sense of confidence streamed through her body. She could feel it everywhere in her lithe frame as it lit up her senses and granted her strength. She had never spoken to a man like this before, and it seemed to awaken something within her. Perhaps later, she would question it. Maybe she would pray on it or speak with her sisters or one of the priests. She would need to go to confession soon.

Until then, she reminded herself that she was completing her task.

"Suck on my fingertips," she commanded.

"No," he said. At the same time, he hardened his lips together and pouted like some child who refused to eat his porridge.

"Yes," she said. "Because if you don't, I'm going to grab your cock and work it up and down again and again. I bet you're like the dogs on my father's estate." She was bluffing; she didn't know exactly what to do, yet he still stared back at her.

His body remained rigid. He stared straight ahead. He wouldn't do it, she thought.

For one, two, three, four, five full seconds, Felicia stared into Mateo's face.

His lips parted.

Something inside of him had broken.

And now, she slid her digits back between his lips, and he sucked on them.

"Good," she said. "That's right. Remember, it's my job to test you. You have to cooperate. Show me that you can maintain your discipline. You can abstain, even when there's a woman like me right in front of you. I might be naked, but that's okay. It's not like you want to admire my hair, the smile on my face, my breasts, my waist, my sex or my legs."

Felicia had never really entertained ideas such as this before, but she turned around, she reached down with her left hand, and she ran her fingertips along the curves of her buttocks. She touched her ass, and her eyes twinkled with amusement as she saw him staring. His lips remained parted again.

Little by little, Mateo Marcos de la Cruz discovered how an adolescent girl could be far more powerful and frightening than hordes of enemies out on the field. Besides, he always had a weapon in combat. Right then and there, he had to contend with the difficulties of being powerless. He hadn't been trained for this; he hadn't been prepared for it, not really. Yes, he uttered the words in Montrose, but that was different. Even if it tasted like heresy, he still thought about how the Scriptures hadn't prepared him for this!

Now that he had sucked on her fingertips, she brought her hand back down between his legs. She touched him and caressed him. It was easier this time, she realized. Her fingers were slick with his saliva as she played with him. "You're trying to deny it, aren't you?" Felicia asked. The corners of her eyes crinkled with undisguised amusement. For once, she didn't have to wear a mask; she didn't have to hide her thoughts from this boy. He was her prisoner, and she could do whatever she liked with him.

Stepping back again, she returned to the center of the room, and she kneeled down. Spreading her legs, she looked up at him. Perhaps he was on his feet, but this only triggered something masculine and powerful within him. He seemed taller than her, more powerful. He seemed to look like he could take control.

No. He couldn't. In actuality, he remained at her mercy, yet Felicia still enjoyed the look of trembling uncertainty that played across his face.

"You, you're not going to break me," he said. "I understand my loyalty. I understand the kind of man I want to be."

"Liar," she said.

His brows tightened, only he couldn't think clearly, especially as he watched her touch herself. With her right hand, she stroked her slit. With her left, she brought her hands back up to her breasts. She played with them, teasing them, gliding her fingers along her right nipple, then her left and back again. She traced little patterns, little circles as she enjoyed all of this.

Was she going to do it?

Would she yield to the temptation? Would she embrace those desires? Again and again, she came back to one truth: this wasn't sex. She wouldn't violate her promises. Her vows would remain intact along with her virtue.

"You like watching this, don't you? You wish I would touch you right now," she said. Felicia nibbled on her bottom lip as she looked up at Mateo. The handsome warrior bucked against his restraints. He fought hard, jerking his right arm, then his left. He tried to tear through the shackles. Channeling all of his strength, he vented his frustration as best he could.

And yet, it wasn't enough, especially when she looked back up at his cock.

"I can pick you right now," she said. "You said something men enjoy? Is it something you crave? I imagine so," she told him. "I had some childhood friends. When we were on the cusp of adulthood, they told me about their secret desires. They wondered what it would be like to have a girl on her knees in front of them. They wanted it so badly. Of course, I didn't do that. I was a good girl." The corners of her eyes crinkled with amusement as she grinned up at him.

"Would you like to feel my lips around your cock?"

He trembled again.

Mateo fought it. He never quivered or balked when it came to combat. He remembered standing on those fields of battle, his blade in one hand, a shield in the other. His armor had weighted him down, yet it didn't matter. He had been a warrior, and he was ready to face any threat.

But this girl triggered something within him. She awoke this desire, one he didn't know how to control.

"Yes," she whispered. Then she realized she didn't need to be quiet. She didn't have to silence those urges. "Yes. Yes. Yes!" She cried out those sounds, one after another as the pleasure coursed through her body. It flooded her system. The deluge overwhelmed her, and she forgot about the cold floor beneath her knees. She forgot about that boy; she forgot about everything. She lost herself to that burst of satisfaction. Then she leaned forward.

She lifted her head, and she saw that he was stiff. His cock was hard and she nodded to herself.

"Let's see what happens now," she said. She rose to her feet, and she walked over to him. She reached down, and she brushed her fingers along his cock then down toward his balls. This time, she used both of her hands.

Without thinking, Mateo made a pair of fists. At the same time, his nostrils flared, he bit down. "You won't be able to tempt me. I don't care if you are a beautiful girl, a succubus, a creature from hell, or an angel sent to mock me. I will resist. I am my own man. I will not surrender to you. I will not break."

"I like it when you're wrong," she said. "You're funny!"

Those words echoed inside of his head even as he jerked back and stared at her, his eyes blazing with frustration. If she had met him on the street, a look like that might have been enough to send her skittering away. He would have been able to intimidate her without armor or weapon. Despite all of the ferocity he could've mounted on the battlefield, this girl wasn't frightened of him, not while he was naked, aroused, and vulnerable to her touch.

"You like this, don't you? You can't help yourself. You're nothing but an animal, aren't you? You’re naked, on display, and I can touch you however I want. I can decide when I come and when I go. Maybe I will get dressed and leave here. Maybe I will go talk to my sisters. Maybe I will tell them about you. Would you like that?"

He wanted to answer, yet he bit down and swallowed back his retort, whatever it may have been.

"It's okay," she said with this chittering giggle at the back of her throat, "I can look into your eyes and see the truth. You don't have to say anything." While she spoke, her fingers tenderly glided up and down along his cock. She stroked both sides of his circumference. Then she reached down, and she massaged the different parts of his scrotum. She surrounded that tender patch of skin just behind his balls, and she teased him. She watched as he tensed.

No, she had never tormented a boy like this before, yet she studied him. Not only that, she seemed to have an instinctive knack for this kind of game, almost as though a different kind of understanding lurked in Felicia's blood. She played with him, caressing him, toying with him. "How long do you think you can hold out?"

"I will not break," he vowed. And yet, his face had taken on this reddish tinge. His heart must've been hammering.

Normally, she have been able to check. "In a moment like this, you should probably be pretty relaxed, especially for a time you don't care. Are you relaxed?"

"I am at peace with the world and my Lord. I understand my place. I understand the price of salvation," he said.

"We aren't talking about salvation," she replied. "We're talking about the self-control you don't possess." As she spoke, she reached up and placed her hand right over his chest. Her palm just barely came into contact, and she could feel the hammering, frantic pounding behind the bars of his rib cage.

An incoherent grunt escaped his lips.

With one hand on her prisoner's chest, she continued to touch him with the other. Her fingers darted and glided along his shaft, gently stroking, teasing, and caressing him. She didn't give him the contact he required.

"Don't worry," she said. "I'm not going to make you beg or plead for it."

"Don't."

"Was that begging?"

This time he didn't say anything.

Too bad, she thought. She dropped both of her hands down toward his cock and his balls and she continued to stimulate him. She worked her digits along his length. She squeezed. She moved her hand up and down, the soft curves of her palm pressing into his sensitive flesh. Hot arousal rushed through his body. It came on, stronger and stronger, hammering down against his defenses. He tried to imagine a castle, some mighty bastion. And yet, he still endured the bursts of sensation and irrefutable desire.

"Give in," she said. "Surrender," she commanded.

"No," he shot back. "I am a warrior. I do not surrender!"

"Can you help yourself? Maybe this is just something you have to do…"

"I will not surrender," he promised. At the same time, he breathed hard, panting from one gasping breath to the next. He summoned all of his willpower, all of his defiance. Her touch may have been amazing; maybe there was something almost impossibly alluring about the way her fingertips could dance and squeeze and play along his most sensitive body part.

It didn't matter.

"I will not surrender!" Mateo Marcos de la Cruz promised.

She stepped back. Eyes round, she tried to understand what had just happened. He's had his frame forward, only now he lifted his gaze, and he locked his eyes on her as he penetrated her with his stare. He said nothing, yet those words continued to float on the air.

Almost terrified, the pretty girl got dressed as quickly as she could, fumbling with the cumbersome fabric.

She fled.

Anno CCIII

Luna looked into his eyes.

"What? What do you hope to see?" Felix demanded.

The pretty, black haired girl said nothing at all. At the same time, he contemplated how she could inspire those feelings within him. She was beautiful, yet she still triggered something else, a burst of fear. Automatically, he tried to believe that something such as this was impossible.

Throughout his life, women had been a distraction, nothing more. Yes, he saw pretty girls and beautiful women, but he had always tried to ignore them because they had nothing to offer. Other men had allowed themselves to become distracted by these beautiful baubles, but he had done a reasonably decent job of avoiding them.

Until now.

"I'm simply wondering what you're thinking," she said. "And I'm also amused by another facet of our relationship."

The naked monk yanked against his chains, making them rattle and clank, "We don't have a relationship! You have kidnapped me!" Even that admission grated against his psyche. As a man who had promised to always face the truth, he didn't know how to comprehend that simple reality. Every time he looked back at this girl, it seemed impossible to believe. She was so small, so petite…

Baring his teeth, he yearned to growl and snarl like the chained beast.

But he wasn't an animal, so he couldn't allow himself to lose control like that.

"In truth, I'm curious about you, monk. I'm also intrigued by your body and what you can offer me."

"Please, tell me. Are you a demon?"

She batted her eyes at him. Then she leaned forward, and he could hear her sniffing. She sucked in one quick breath after another as though she intended to study this meal. Her teeth grazed along the contours of his neck. And she licked him. "Delicious," she hissed into his ear.

He jerked against his restraints, frustrated, ashamed, and afraid all at once. Those conflicting emotions seemed to twist his insides.

He had wandered the world on his own. He had understood the dangers of wolf packs, bandits, and madmen. How could this girl have taken him so easily!"

"If you are so powerful, why don't you just ride me?"

"Because we both know a relationship is about so much more than the outcome. The process matters."

He hardened his lips, locked his teeth together, and refused to play along. He would not answer her question; he would talk to her no more.

Only then she came up to him and she reached down, her fingers sliding along the underside of his scrotum. With her thumbs, she massaged that sensitive flesh right between his legs. Then she caressed his balls, and then she squeezed his erection.

For so long, he had been free of those desires. The monk had successfully crafted his discipline fence, a tall, unyielding barrier within his mind. Behind the dark of his eyelids and within the meat of his heart, he had been able to hold back those urges. But now, a pretty and slight girl managed to toy with him. She awoke those urges and showed him the intoxicating pleasure of an erection.

Each time she made him hard, he could feel chunks of his walls break and fall to the earth below. Again and again, he attempted to repair the damage, but could he succeed? Would he?

"I've decided that you will come for me," she said.

"No," Felix answered, pumping all of the vehement decisiveness as he could into his answer. One word. One promise. One vow. That's what he gave her, and he refused to dishonor himself by failing. She was just a girl; she couldn't tease him or break him. Perhaps she has used some strange magic, but he didn't care. The truth was always more powerful than deception and lies.

"Really? That's what you believe?" Luna taunted him. She pulled back, drew her hand up and down along his manhood, and stimulated him. She sent one wild rush of ecstasy running along his skin after another.

He had never exposed himself to anything like this; his defenses were an illusion. He had worshiped a mirage, and now he had to face the truth, whether he liked it or not.

He loved it!

Intellectually, he could hate it, but he once again discovered that dichotomy that existed within all men.

"You should be thankful," she said. "You love this. You want more of it. You can't help yourself. You understand who you are. You tell the others how much you value the truth, yet you hide from this. You think you can? You can think you can escape what it needs to be a man?" She continued to squeeze him and tease him and torment him. She played with this boy, drawing out those urges from deep within his psyche. He had tried so hard to bury all of this, yet those instincts had only been hidden, never escaped.

She squeezed and prompted, taking her fingers along the tip of his cock before gliding her hand down and squeezing again.

He bit down. He tried to fight it. He summoned up at the best of his willpower.

It wasn't enough…

It wasn't enough.

It wasn't enough!

His carefully crafted and cultivated sense of self-control broke apart. His cock began to throb in spite of everything this man wished to believe about himself. The monk lost control. His shaft throbbed as she squeezed the pleasure from his body. He tried to fight it; he tried so hard! Again and again, he wanted to believe in his own resolve, yet it fractured. He could feel the cracks spiderweb out as the pleasure coursed through his body, slamming into him again and again.

Once, while in Rome, he had visited the Colosseum and watched one of the gladiatorial contests. During that particular fight, a pair of men had pummeled one another. When it first began, they had been so careful, dodging and weaving back and forth. But inevitably, one of the combatants threw himself forward, pushed the other to the ground, and stunned him. But that wasn't all. He threw down one fist after another, pounding into the other man.

Fascinated like the rest of the crowd, Felix had watched. He had studied the movements of that victorious fighter as he pounded his opponent down, punching again and again.

That was what Felix endured, only the pain had been replaced by pleasure. The excitement ripped through his body until he couldn't think about his own sense of self discipline, those warriors, his quest for the truth, or anything else. The rest of the world faded away, lost to that rushing river of electric bliss. The lightning crawled along his skin, all while she toyed with him.

Then it was done, and he slumped forward.

"You, you win," he conceded. "You are in charge. You are in control. You have taken a monk and sapped me of my strength. That's what you wanted, wasn't it? That was your goal?"

Luna didn't respond right away.

He kept his eyes closed. Feeling utterly spent, exhausted, and satisfied all at the same time, he was ready to be released. She had proven her point, hadn’t she?

"That was my goal," she told him just as she touched the underside of his chin with the curve of one finger. She nudged him up, and he looked into the dark pools of her eyes as she told him, "And that was just the beginning."


Chapter 3: Stolen Secret

Anno CCIII

Felix had opened his mouth to speak; he needed to argue, to complain, to fight with her. She didn't give him a chance. Instead, right as his lips parted, she pulled something out from one of her small bags. He hadn't really had the chance to look around the cave, not when there was this beautiful girl in front of him. Beyond his shackles, he didn't think of anything else. After all, he couldn't use anything she owned.

And now, as he tried to protest, she shoved the gag between his teeth. He could feel the rough cotton push up against the roof of his mouth, along the edges of his teeth, and the sides of his cheeks. She jerked his head down, tied the gag in place, and then she patted him on the head. "Just relax," she commanded.

Despite the exhaustion after his orgasm, Felix growled and shook his head from side to side. She had taken something from him, something that should have been impossible.

Even now, he hated to admit it or acknowledge the excitement that continued to crawl through his body. Yes, even now, he could still sense those desires lurking deep within his body. For so long, they had been imprisoned. He had built up those defenses, and now they had been shattered by this girl. This petite girl. The small girl. This lithe coquette.

"Why?" Felix tried to snap back at her.

At first, he had truly believed it would be a waste of breath. Even so, his philosophical instincts persisted, so he had to chase after the truth, wherever that led him. In spite of the gag in his mouth, she still understood what he meant.

She stepped back, pondered him for several long seconds, then reached up. At first, he flinched as her fingertips slid along his cheek and down to the contours of the gag. Then she touched right between his eyes. She just barely made contact. Even so, there was that tingling rush of excitement. These were only small, timid sparks, yet he still recognized the familiar taste of desire.

"Why am I doing this to you? Why have I taken you as my prisoner?" She leaned forward and pressed herself up on the tips of her toes as she whispered into his ear a simple question, "Why am I keeping you as my slave?"

Just as she expected, he jerked against his chains again. He fought them as hard as he could, but he had failed when he had been at his best and now she had taken some of his vital essence. Leaning back on her heels, she smiled. She controlled and owned her glee, yet she let it play across her features as she watched him.

Within ten heartbeats, he relaxed and slumped once again.

"I'm learning," she promised him. Then she turned back and she walked over to a small cluster of blankets on the other side of the cave. She was only a few feet away, but he couldn't reach her. She sat down and she reached over for a leather pack. She pulled out a book, lifted her head and studied him. She watched him, and then she drew out the small bottle of ink as well as a quill. With her eyes locked on his, she began to write.
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Failure. It bit at her psyche, and it made her think of the village boys who had sometimes visited her estate, especially when she was young and it was still deemed permissible for children to play together.

After her failure to win over the warrior, she quickly scrambled back into her robes. Some of her hair had remained askew as she fled back up into the convent. The Sister Superior had been walking through another corridor, spotted the girl, and quickly called out, "Sister Felicia."

The woman froze, instantly terrified. Not only had she failed to break through the warrior's exterior, she now endured a burst of fear. It coursed along the back of her neck and down into her gut.

The older woman came forward, silent and dangerous. Even so, Felicia understood what could happen next. None of the sisters could endure a tongue-whipping from this woman. She was in charge, powerful, and had no problem shouting.

But this time, it was worse, "Do you intend to disgrace yourself in front of our Lord?"

"No, Sister Superior," Felicia said. The elder woman now stood in front of her, but the girl with the golden yellow hair found herself staring down. She didn't even notice that loose bands of hair had fallen in front of her face.

"Return to your cell, attend to your appearance, and do not show your face until you are ready to behave like a sister of this order and not some common whore. Understand, girl?"

"Yes, Sister Superior," Felicia said automatically.

"Go."

The young woman turned and fled. She didn't break into a run; she already knew that doing so would be considered even more disrespectful and it would only compound her error. Instead, she kept her head dipped down, her eyes mostly closed as she hoped to escape any additional criticism or punishment. At the same time, she understood how badly she had already messed up. It wasn't just the man in the cell.

Once she made it to her small room, Felicia dropped down onto her bed. She had closed the bulky, wooden door, and now she sat on her cot. She didn't have a mirror in this room, but it didn't matter. She reached up, and she could feel the yellow curve of her hair brushing along her forehead.

She had gotten dressed too quickly.

Feeling foolish, she dropped forward and rested her face in her hands. At the same time, she wondered how she had messed up so badly.

He had resisted.

As a child, she had attended church services with her family. The priest had stood up in front of the altar, and he had called out those words, all spoken in Latin, of course. As a young woman, she had been taught that ancient tongue. As far as her mother and father had been concerned, it wasn't a necessary skill for a young woman despite her future. Before the date of her birth, she had been consigned to the convent. There was no other possibility for her, no other future, no other fate…

Despite the sorrow swirling in her chest, Felicia balled her fingers into fists as fresh tendrils of anger still managed to crawl out from her center.

It wasn't fair. It didn't seem just.

And yet, she still endured another emotion: guilt. That sense of conscience pulsed against her brain, and her chest tightened. Her heart kicked faster.

Before she could stop herself, she jumped up onto her feet. In that moment, she belonged on her knees. It wasn't her right or her place to question her family. Her father had made his decision. Based on the necessities of his family and the traditions of their land, she belonged to the convent. She was destined to worship the Lord and to dedicate her life to His race.

Loving obedience. That was supposed to be the guiding pillar of her existence.

It wasn't.

Felicia paced back and forth now. Her fingers remained tight, and there was something else. She had expected nothing but days, weeks, months, years, and entire decades of monotony. She would worship and obey. She would give her sisters all she had, for she had no other option, no other choice.

But now there was something else, this boy, and she ached for the chance to break him.

Why? Why was it so important?

Felicia couldn't contemplate that question right away. Instead, she rushed the three steps from one side of her small space to the other again and again. Shortly after arriving at the nunnery, she had learned the truth. When she needed to excise her emotions and control these unwanted instincts, she could rush back and forth. She could spend some of the energy, and it seemed to help, at least for a little while.

What had she done wrong?

What kind of mistake had she made and how did she make it? How could she have messed that up?

She couldn't conjure any specific memories, no individual moment where she had learned about the male half of the human species, yet, there had been those lectures, the whispered conversations, the sidelong glances, and one consistent message: A woman had to protect her virtue because the men of the world couldn't be trusted. They would be perpetually bound and enslaved by their worst instincts.

What about that man? What about Mateo?

Felicia stopped. She narrowed her eyes, dropped to her cot, leaned forward, and whispered, "Did I do something wrong? Is there something wrong with me?"

Her breathing came in one quivering gasp after another, and her eyes moistened. She pushed herself up onto her small bed, and she curled into a ball. Tentatively, she reached up, she brushed her fingers along her forehead, down the ridge of her nose, along her cheek. At the same time, she tried to consider what she could have done differently.

He had held out. Yes, there were those flashes of desire that seemed to stretch across his handsome face, but Felicia still didn't know how to comprehend what had happened. She had no language for this, no real understanding.

As much as she wanted to stay right there and hide herself from the world until some kind of divine inspiration struck, she could hear the bells calling her to prayer. This time, she was far more careful. She pulled her hair back, secured it with a pin and brought in the hood of her habit up into position. Once she finished, she exhaled slowly, and she stepped out into the hallway. Several of her sisters were already headed for the chapel.

Felicia followed them, silent and obedient just like the rest. It was only when she saw the group of young women clustered around the single door into the chapel that she spotted Isabella.

Her friend glanced back at her. Right away, a small crease appeared between her brows. She didn't speak, yet she still mouthed the words, "What's wrong?"

"Not now," Felicia said. At the same time, she didn't want to try to explain any of it.

For once, the easy repetition of prayer and worship made her relax. At least here, Felicia knew what to do and what to say and how to perform. She behaved herself as anyone would have expected of a young and dedicated nun.

Unfortunately for her, the ceremony couldn't last forever.

And so, she stepped back out. She and her sisters would have to get to their duties.

Perhaps she had hoped for some kind of divine cleansing after her prayers. Instead, she stepped out into the small foyer outside of the chapel, and her shoulder slumped slightly. Before she could concentrate and get her mask of emotional neutrality into serene detachment back in place, Isabella came up to her, "What’s going on? What's wrong?"

"Nothing. I'm fine," Felicia said. At the same time, she flashed a brittle smile.

The other girl looked right into her eyes. "Nonsense." That was all she said. As their sisters continued to stream off to the other wings of the convent, Isabella stared hard at this young woman. "I'm serious. What's going on."

"Nothing," Felicia tried again.

"You know, they're supposed to be stories of nuns who spank one another. Personally, I don't think any of them are true, but if you don't tell me the truth, I might have to make one of them a reality." Isabella spoke quickly, but with far more confidence than Felicia would have expected.

The young woman with the golden yellow mane opened her mouth to answer. Surprise and shock played across her face and down into her center, only then she smiled. She couldn't help it. Obviously, her friend was just teasing her. And yet…

"Can we go somewhere else? Somewhere private?"

"I have a little bit of time before my duties will call me away," Isabella said. She turned and started walking. After only a few steps, she paused and glanced over her shoulder to make sure Felicia followed.

Reluctantly, she did.

They headed through the long hallways and out the double doors that lead to the field beyond the convent walls. In the distance, they could see the thick trees of the forest. If they had turned around, they would have been able to study the mountains as those peaks loomed above them in the far distance.

Felicia didn't turn, yet she saw them behind her eyes with effortless ease. She recalled that first time when she came here and wished, just for a few moments, that maybe she would be allowed to explore those mountains. What would it have been like to climb up those peaks and to stare down at the world?

Prayer was supposed to bring her closer to the Lord, yet she was a girl, and so much of the world existed beyond her reach.

They walked for a couple of minutes in silence. Eventually, Isabella asked, "What happened?"

"Nothing," Felicia said without thinking.

"Liar," Isabella answered without any bite in her accusation.

The two women stopped. Up ahead, they could see the road continue before twisting off between the trees. Turning to face her friend, Isabella reached out and took her by her hands. She gave her a gentle squeeze, "I'm serious. What happened?"

Moisture flooded her mouth for just a second, but Felicia swallowed it back. She turned toward the convent, then the forest. In that moment, she almost wished she could just run. She wanted to run hard. She wanted the need to outweigh every other wish. Of course, she was just a young woman, she didn't know how to survive on her own, and she would have been dragged back to the order like wayward livestock. The thought made her bite down. She wished she could break something, yet that wasn't an option, and she knew it.

As her nostrils flared, Felicia finally threw her head back. She yanked on her habit, pulled the pins from her hair, and she let her blonde tresses fall down along her shoulders, all the way to the small of her back.

"I failed," Felicia finally snarled. "I failed completely. I thought I would be able to seduce him. It was supposed to be so easy. I know I can't sacrifice my virtue, but I thought I could tempt him. I thought I could tempt him, and…" The ferocity suddenly evaporated from her voice as her eyes watered. The crystal blue sky, puffy green clouds of foliage, and the soft dirt stretching along the road and under the dark of those branches all blurred as she forced herself to close her eyes.

Before Felicia could try to say anything else, Isabella came up to her friend, and she wrapped her arms around her.

"It's okay," Isabella cooed. "It's okay. It's okay, you will figure this out. It's okay. We will figure this out."

Those words sounded so comforting, so easy and simple.

Felicia quivered and simpered for a few seconds. She felt small and pathetic. Then again, she always spent her time with her fellow sisters, which meant she had to maintain that stoic detachment which they all expected. She couldn't get angry; she couldn't get upset either. In some ways, she was grateful. No, this wasn't the life she would have chosen for herself, but she had a duty to uphold the values of the life she had made.

Finally, Felicia pushed herself back. She gently placed her hands on Isabella's shoulders, and she nudged herself free of the other girl's embrace. A moment later, she wiped the tears from her eyes. "It's okay. I've got this. I, I will be okay." She didn't know if those words were more intended for her friend or for herself. Either way, they needed to be said.

"There is a possibility…" Isabella said.

"And what possibility is that?" Felicia had to ask, more because she didn't wish to be rude to her friend. As she stared off into the distance, Felicia wondered what lurked within the woods. For just a moment, she wished she had the bravery and skill to run off, to disappear, become a wild woman. There were legends of men abandoning civilization. They became little more than beef, yet the idea still appealed to her. The woods and something wild out there called to her.

"There's a book in the library."

"A book?" Yes, there was a small library next to the chapel. One of the elder sisters maintained those shelves bedecked with hundreds of illuminated manuscripts and holy treatises.

"I mean, there's supposed to be a book," Isabella clarified. "I have heard some of the other girls talking about it. I'm not sure if it really exists, but if it does, it might be able to help you."

"I don't think a translation of some saint's life is really going to help me," Felicia pointed out.

"It's not that kind of book," Isabella said.

Felicia turned back to her friend. Sure enough, Isabella had started to smile. It was a shy, uncertain expression. It wasn't like this older girl at all. And yet, Isabella widened her eyes and lifted her brows for just a moment. "Apparently, it's supposed to be a very taboo kind of book."

"Go on…" Felicia said, suddenly eager to hear more. Sure, there were rumors. There were always little whispers, but those usually amounted to little more than silly, childish jokes told at the Sister Superior's expense. That woman intimidated all of them; more importantly, she punished them when they disobeyed or stretched the boundaries of their vows. As such, she would always incur the wrath of the younger girls, at least until another sister stepped forward and took the mantle of leadership for their order.

"In all honesty, I don't know if this is completely true. It's just a rumor, but it might be able to help you. In the library, at the very back, in the bottom corner, there is supposed to be a book. It's a book about sex."

Felicia stared intently.

"No. No, that is impossible," said the young blonde with a shake of her head.

"What makes you so sure?" Isabella asked.

"The Sister Superior would never let something like that happen!"

"What if she doesn't know?"

Felicia tilted her head to one side. Her lips hardened, and the incredulous expression hardened. After another couple of seconds, she shook her head again, "No. There's no way. She knows everything that happens here. Besides, someone would have told her!"

"But what if they didn't?"

Felicia stared at her friend intently. Moment by moment, the young woman tried to figure out whether or not Isabella was teasing her. Was this some kind of game? Was she joking around? Maybe this was some misguided attempt to make her feel better?

Before Felicia could draw any of those conclusions, Isabella reached out and squeezed her shoulders. "Look, I know this is different and strange. But then, the entire arrangement is different and strange. We have an odd relationship with the Alabaster Thorn. So yes, maybe this is unusual, but it's a possibility. Besides, if you want to learn about men, then maybe this will tell you what you need to know."

Felicia bit down.

She still had a couple of days.

"How?" she finally asked.

Anno CCIII

"Are you ready to succumb again?" Luna taunted her captive monk.

By now, he didn't know how much time had gone by. Days? Weeks? Longer? Was it possible actual months had left him?

After that first night, he had fallen asleep. She gave him water. She gave him food. She touched him and teased him. She toyed with his body, exciting him all over again. At first, he had tried to resist. He had stared straight ahead, only then she grabbed him by his balls. She squeezed, sending a jolt of pain running along his nerves. From there, she massaged his shaft. She toyed with his manhood, gliding her fingers up and down, her grip sometimes soft, sometimes firm and utterly unyielding.

"No," he said with a desperate shake of his head. "No, not again," the monk pleaded with her.

"Too bad," she said. "Whether you like it or not, this is just the beginning, Felix. You are a boy, which means you are a slave to your impulses."

"I'm not," he insisted, breathless now.

"And yet, you can't help yourself, can you?" Luna taunted her captive. "You can try to deny it all you wish, yet it is clear I can do whatever I want with you. If I know how to touch you, I know how to control you."

"No…" Felix gasped out again. His heart hammered as she touched him and teased him. Then she jerked her hands back. She lifted her palms and splayed her fingers.

He tried to stare off into the distance. Instead, he turned to that beautiful, dark haired girl. He studied the curves of her cheeks, the sharp lines of her nose, her round eyes, and the glistening black of her hair. At that moment, she was back in her cloak. It obscured the details of her body, yet he saw her face and the contours of her neck.

When he breathed in, he thought he could catch her aroma. It was enough to awaken those urges. The desires raced along his nerves, growing stronger and stronger with every kick of his heart. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't push those urges away.

"No. Please, don't. Please, you can't!"

"Beg for it, and maybe I will be merciful," she suggested.

He locked his teeth together and glared at her.

"I want you to understand something," she said.

This time, he couldn't help himself. Hoping to delay the inevitable for as long as possible, the captive monk growled back, "What? What do you want me to understand?" He almost laughed at the prospect. This girl was a distraction, a temptress and a demon. She didn't intend to give him any kind of understanding. She wanted to break him!

She had already done it.

Even if he recovered, he thought of that first and second and third and fourth orgasm she had coaxed out of his body.

But this time, it had to be different. He couldn't allow himself to yield. He couldn't surrender to her, not again!

"You're going to break," she said. "But it's more than that and you know it, don't you? You understand how this will work because you know who you are."

"No," he insisted again. He pushed out all of the passion and uncertainty he could.

"What? Are you going to spout some Socrates at me? Are you going to tell me the only thing you know is how little you know?" She pouted her lips, the corners of her eyes crinkled with delight, and she shook her head before she grabbed his cock again. Then she leaned forward, "Beg."

She knew of Socrates? She knew of the Greek masters? How was something like that possible? She looked like some dirty peasant girl. Then again, it should have been impossible for a woman to capture him in the first place.

"I refuse," he insisted, his voice strained and hoarse.

"You're so pretty when you fail," she said. As she spoke, she jerked on his cock again, gliding her hand up and down over and over. She toyed with him, taunting him. She sent fresh spasms of need flailing along his arms and legs. He tugged against the mounted shackles as he attempted to break free, yet there was no escape, not for this boy.

Suddenly, he lost control all over again. With her expertise, she tormented him, drawing out that orgasm. "Maybe you've been here for a couple of days, maybe for a couple of years. Maybe you have never been anywhere else at all," she whispered into his ear as she drew out that orgasm. His shaft throbbed and pumped. She worked him, squeezing her hand up and down along the length of his cock as she drained him.

Before long, he was spent.

"Just the beginning," she whispered.
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"This is insane," Felicia insisted under her breath.. "This is absolutely insane. We have no chance of success. This isn't going to work."

"Ye of little faith," her friend said as she reached over and gave Felicia a reassuring squeeze of her wrist.

They came back into the convent, walked down the length of the east wing, past the kitchens, the dining hall, and a few of the other small cells where individual priests might come to contemplate the divine mysteries of the world and all of His vast creation. Within a few moments, they found themselves standing in front of the small library.

"She is in there," Felicia hissed.

"And I'm going to distract her, and you're going to sneak past us, and you are going to figure out exactly where that book is," Isabella promised.

"You can't be serious. Do you really think you're just going to distract her?"

Isabella shrugged. "Why not?"

"Because this is a sin and sinning is wrong," Felicia said as though the words needed to be uttered.

"You are testing this boy. It is a question of serving His will. We need to know if he will be worthy of joining his order." Isabella made it sound so easy, so simple.

Felicia wanted to answer, but they were at the entrance now, so she dipped her head down. She stopped. Isabella, however, continued to stride forward. She found an elderly woman standing behind a small desk. The library wasn't large. There were dozens of books spread out across various shelves.

Felicia had stepped in there only once, and she had quickly been shooed out.

"Good morning," Isabella began. "How is this fine morning, treating you?"

"I am well," said the old woman. "What do you want?"

Felicia didn't know when would be the right moment. She needed to get in there, find what she wanted, and escape with her prize. In her head, it all sounded so easy, yet her chest seemed to contract as she contemplated the different possibilities. Would she be punished? Should she be excommunicated? What kind of sin was this? Was it a venial or mortal sin?

The different possibilities fluttered through her head as she tried to come up with a coherent answer. Despite her best efforts, she failed completely.

Felicia didn’t know what to do! Her heart pounded faster, and she tried to strain to listen. At the same time, she realized she must have appeared suspicious as she stood there, right outside the door and beyond the old woman's line of sight.

"May I take a moment of your time?"

Felicia expected the bookkeeper to growl at her and to tell the young woman to leave her presence at once. Instead, there must've been something about Isabella's expression, or maybe she seemed to so genuinely curious that the other woman couldn't help herself. "Go on."

"I have heard stories about evens to the south who believe it is impossible and immoral to try to capture the majesty of God in any work of art. As the guardian of our tomes, what do you think? I apologize if my question is impertinent, but I know you have been here for many years, and so I hope to learn from your wisdom."

Felicia rolled her eyes. For a second, the nervous energy started to dissipate from her body, especially because she thought she would see her friend quickly flee the small library. There was no way the older woman would fall for that…Despite Felicia’s skepticism, the woman didn't say anything right away. Then Felicia heard her raspy voice, "You raise an interesting question, one I have spent quite some time contemplating."

"Indeed? Yes. Please, I would love to learn. This is a question that has been bothering me for some time," Isabella said.

The bookkeeper seemed to consider this. It won't work, Felicia thought. It won't work, and she'll get kicked out, and maybe we'll get reported to the Sister Superior. Damn it all, why did I agree to this?

Those misgivings swarmed through her skull like angry bees, yet she still had to move. She needed to make a choice.

Run. The thought buzzed through the noise.

No. She couldn't. She wouldn't.

There was no way Felicia would betray her friend. Maybe she wasn't some vaunted warrior like Mateo Marcos de la Cruz, yet she could still remain true to her beliefs and her ideals. Isabella meant to help her, so it didn't matter what Felicia thought about all of this. She had to make it work!

Ducking down, the young woman crouched into the library. Like some crab at the bottom of the lake, she scuttled just below the bookkeeper's line of sight. With fresh heat running through her body, she ducked along the desk and quickly crawled behind another one of the bookcases. Once there, she jumped back up onto her feet. That's when she noticed the small cracks between some of the tomes. Many of them were quite thick. Bound by leather, illuminated with gold ink, and beautiful even along their spines, each one was worth a small fortune.

Felicia quickly scanned along the different books, only she wasn't sure precisely what she was looking for. Yes, she knew a few of her letters, but she didn't know how to speak or read Latin. She understood a couple of the key phrases, those that were necessary during Sunday worship or for her nightly prayers, but this was different. Between her sex and inexperience, she couldn't possibly have qualified as a scholar.

That meant Felicia had to carefully pull out one book, search along with the pages, and hope something jumped out at her. Of course, Isabella had given her a couple of clues. This book, if it actually existed, was supposed to be sitting in a bottom corner. She checked one side of her small alcove. There weren't any books there at all. She turned to the next corner.

Yes! Felicia spotted in old, dusty tome. There was no writing along the spine or the cover. She pulled it out, and she opened the pages, only to see row after row of Latin. It could have been a cookbook filled with recipes, a treatise on the incompetence of women, or maybe an argument about the true meaning of language in Old Roma.

Resisting the urge to slam the book shut, Felicia locked her teeth together and pulled her lips back as she hissed in her frustration. She didn't make any noise, but she knew Isabella wouldn't be able to distract the bookkeeper for much longer.

Since the book wasn't on this side of the library, that meant Felicia had to crawl over to the other. Tentatively, she listened to their conversation.

"Thank you so much for that. I really appreciate it."

"Does the Sister Superior know you're asking these kinds of questions?"

"No. In truth, I wasn't sure I should voice them. May I ask what you think? Is this something that warrants her attention? I was hoping you might be able to answer my questions, especially because everything you have already told me has been quite enlightening."

That instant, Felicia couldn't help herself. She rolled her eyes and nibbled nervously on the inside of her mouth. At the same time, she couldn't get a good look at the small table where the bookkeeper did...whatever she did during the days.

That's when Felicia stood up and squinted. She peered between the tops of the books at the next shelf. A thin ray of light slipped through, and she could watch.

In that instant, the old gods of fortune seemed to be smiling down on her because bookkeeper turned away, and she seemed to be reaching for something. Maybe she had a trinket she wished to show Isabella. Perhaps it was something else entirely. Maybe she was simply an older woman who wished to stretch her arms.

It didn't matter because Felicia quickly took advantage of that instant, and she brushed across the open space. She found herself in the other corner of the library, and she started searching the bottom shelves.

More old and dusty tomes. More books on concepts Felicia couldn't understand and didn't care about either.

Nothing.

It wasn't here.

Biting down, she balled her fingers into a pair of fists. Her nails dug down into her palms, and she wished she could jump up and maybe smack her hand against some of the wooden furniture. But if she did that, she would get caught.

Her eyes watered again.

It wasn't this failed adventure; she had known it was a desperate attempt at best. Worse, they could still get caught. Felicia started to push her knuckles down against the floor. She intended to rise, to steal another peek, hopefully time this right, and get out of there before the bookkeeper noticed.

Right as she started to move, a glint of light seemed to reflect off of one corner of one of the books. It was down in the corner, off towards the back. Her brows creased. Had she checked it before?

No. She hadn't.

Her fingers trembled as she reached out. This book didn’t look like the others. There was something different about the cover. Yes, it was black leather, only the surface wasn't quite as smooth. She pulled it out, lifted the tome to her lap, and then she opened it to a random page.

Her eyes didn't go to the words she didn't recognize. Instead, she started to study the pictures. She recognized that image. It was a cock!

Her eyes widened, and her hand jumped up to her mouth as she tried to stifle that squeak of surprise. Obviously, she had now seen Mateo naked, but the image still sent a thrill of shock running through her body.

This was it.

This was really it!

Felicia flipped from one page to the next. She should have been more careful. This book was old. It was incomprehensibly old! Every page felt utterly ancient, like the ink had dried onto some kind of desiccated leather rather than paper. Breathing out slowly, she closed the book, and then she wondered what she should do with it. Part of her wanted to try to study the pages now, memorize the details, and flee with her stolen knowledge.

No. That wouldn't work.

Nibbling again on the inside of her mouth, Felicia tucked the book under her arm, and then she lifted herself up onto her feet.

She had no idea whether or not this would be possible, but she ducked down. She hoped she was outside of the bookkeeper's line of sight again. Moment by moment, she fought for silence, for stealth. With those next couple of scuttling, terrified strides, she rushed over to the table, and then she raced toward the doorway.

Second by second, she expected to hear the bookkeeper call out to her. With the heavy weight of the tome under her arm, Felicia raced into the hallway. Once there, she quickly glanced around. If anyone saw her carrying this book, they would have called out to her. She was just a sister, an initiate, and she didn't have the authority to take something so valuable or precious from the library. Then again, the bookkeeper probably didn't even know about it. After all, the other sisters would have decried it. This tome was a book filled with philosophy. Knowledge had to be guarded; it needed to be kept pure. Those ideas were simple enough, yet they also meant that something like this would need to be destroyed.

Felicia couldn't let that happen, not yet anyway.

Right as she debated whether or not she should race back toward her cramped quarters to find a place to hide her treasure, Isabella sauntered out.

"You've got it," she said.

"I do," Felicia said. "You were right. You were right about this!"

"Your room or mine?" Isabella asked with a teasing lilt in her voice.

The two girls started to giggle, but they hid their heads down, schooled their features, and quickly rushed back to Isabella's small space. It was weird for Felicia; even if the older girl had been there for a while longer, she hadn't heard of any special privileges. But right then and there, they sat on the edge of her cot, they opened the book on Felicia's lap, and they started to go over the images, one after another, as they contemplated what might happen.

"How old you think this book is?" Felicia asked.

"Old," Isabella said with all of the gravitas she could muster. "It's very old."

They saw the images, pictures of men bound. Some of the ink had been smudged or faded over the decades (centuries?), Yet they could still make out the different details. "This is incredible," Felicia said. "Do you think it's just a story?"

"No," Isabella said decisively. "Look at how these pictures are drawn. This is a guide. It's a manual to show us exactly what you should do."

She turned another page. Felicia may have been careless back in the library, but now both of these girls were incredibly cautious. They even made sure they didn’t breathe too hard, as though an errant puff of air might be enough to break one of the pages or to destroy some of the precious knowledge they now possessed.

"I think I can do some of this," Felicia said.

"My friend, I think you should do all of it," Isabella shot back.

"Can I?"

"Do you have these tools?"

"He's already bound," Felicia said. "Maybe? I mean, I didn't think so, but I guess I can? I can see what else is available? Maybe I can make some special requests?"

"From what I heard, you are allowed any implements you want. If the Sister Superior can secure the resources you request, then it is her obligation to do so."

"Right…" Felicia said dubiously.

"Remember, you're only going to get one chance at this. If he can go for those full three days, he is freed. And remember, he's probably drawing on all of the training he possesses. How many hours has he spent contemplating his own body and how he can resist?"

"You're right," Felicia said. When she first walked into that cell and tormented Mateo, she had savored the look on his face. There had been that flash of arousal. For once, she had a taste of power. There was only this singular sample; the opportunity would probably never come again. After this, the rest of her life would be spent on dedicated devotion to His service.

But for the time being, she could keep him. How long? A few more days? A few more weeks?

Felicia couldn't know for certain, but she intended to find out.

"How long do you think you've been here?"

Felix raised his head. As he stared at that beautiful girl, he tried to think of the mantras he had memorized. There had been wisdom from the Far East. In those distant lands, they derived and synthesized their own truth. They were the words of the ancient Buddha, the lessons of the Tao.

And now, this beautiful girl came up to him, and she didn't stroke him. Instead, she ran the heel of her palm up along his sternum to his neck. Now she stroked him, and he wished he could bite her.

Of course, if he made that actual attempt, then he would have proven once again what kind of power and influence she had. Escape. He needed to concentrate on escape.

He had tried. Over the course of his captivity, he had attempted to yank the chains, twisting them free from the openings in the wall. He had fought to slip or slide his hands out of the manacles. None of it worked. None of it was enough to get him free.

"I have something special for you," she said as she held up the rings. He saw them, and his brows creased. "But first, I want to know how long you think you have been here."

"I, I don't know," he said.

"And why is that?"

"It's dark," he grunted back at her. Of course, Felix would have preferred to hide himself away. He needed to maintain control over his body; even if she had access to his frame and his skin, he could have meditated. That was what many of the ancients believed in, right?, Whether they were from the East or the West, they valued contemplation. His position shouldn't have mattered, only this girl had those deft fingers, and she knew how to draw him away from his higher, spiritual calling. Instead, she forced him to concentrate on the pleasure darting along his skin. She knew how to touch him, how to toy with him.

As hard as he tried, he couldn't fight back.

If he wished to escape, to preserve his dignity, to free himself, then he had to break away. If he couldn’t do it intellectually, then he had to do it physically.

This was the same truth he came upon again and again. For once in his life, he couldn't deftly slip between the ideas. As long as he wore those manacles and had his arms and legs spread, his body left there on display and vulnerable to her touch, he would never be able to hunt the truth as he had once done.

He wished he could have been some kind of saint or maybe the progenitor of some new religion. He could have crafted an ideology. But this wasn't a bodhi tree, and he wasn't some brilliant thinker from a bygone age. He was just a man. And even if he had dedicated himself to a life as a monk in search of the truth, it wasn't enough. Felix was wise enough to face that at least.

"Poor boy," she said. "You look so frustrated. Are you pouting? Are you pouting because you want to go back to your old life?"

"I seek the truth," he said, although he couldn't tell if those words were meant for him or for her.

"So you think," she told him. "But what if you don't know what you actually want? You can't know what you don't know, so you can't know what might be out there."

"You're toying with me," he said.

"Am I?"

She leaned forward, and she bit down on his earlobe. This time, he managed to resist. He didn't think about what all of this meant, not until he felt another metal band encircle the base of his scrotum. It tightened. Then she pulled another band up around his cock. She stroked him, and he hardened. He could feel the rush of blood. Excitement and desperation seized him, spinning hot and uncontrolled through his body.

Sucking in a breath, he felt the cold air against his teeth. Even so, the heat splashed along his body, growing stronger and stronger. "This is going to make you much more sensitive," she said even as she moved her hands along the implements. "It's an ancient tradition among my people," she told him. "That is a truth. Do you feel like you are learning more? Do you feel smarter? Wiser?"

Felix bit down, locking his jaw as tight as he could. Hot anticipation raced along his body. Yes, he forgot about the cold; he forgot about his exposed vulnerability, especially because she grabbed him by the back of his head and forced his face down. Then she pushed herself up onto the tips of her toes, and she kissed him.

He should have locked his teeth together. Or better yet, he could have taken the opportunity to try to bite her.

It didn't work.

She kissed him; she played with him. Her tongue darted along the edges of his teeth. Her lips tensed and played against his mouth. With every second, fresh waves of desire cascaded through his body. They grew stronger and stronger, utterly unstoppable.

"What, what did you do to me?" Felix demanded as she pulled back.

"This is just going to help you stay nice and hard for me," she said. "Which reminds me. I think you are ready to get spent."

"No…" Felix said.

It was true. She reached down, and she stroked his erection. Her fingers started at his tip and worked their way down. She caressed the iron metal now clasped snugly around the base of his manhood. The moisture drained away from his mouth, and she leaned forward, "You've only been here for a few days."

"No…" Felix insisted again.

What was she doing?

"You are trying to trick me," he said. "You are a demon, and you want to take away my ability to understand the truth. You are trying to hide the world from me," he insisted with all of the panicked desperation he could summon. As he tried to coax hot rage from his core all the way up along his veins and into his vocal cords, he failed completely.

"I'm not trying to trick you," she said. "I'm trying to train you," she answered.

"Succubus," he hissed under his breath.

"Believe what you will," she said, only that was the moment when she pressed her body up against his, and she kissed him again.

In that instant, he tried to do it. He tried to bite her, to lock his teeth down on her lower lip.

Somehow, his body refused to obey, especially because she was stroking and squeezing his cock again. She stimulated him, summoning eager pulses of desire along his skin. His nerves cried out as his muscles contracted. He jerked against his bonds, working his muscles to the left, to the right. He battled with everything he had, fighting hard to escape.

It still didn't work.

Then she pulled away, only she still had her hands gliding along his cock and his balls. Those imprisoned parts of his body strained. Worse, she was right about the metal bands. Those iron rings sensitized his flesh, making his body even more receptive to her contact, her touch, her proximity…

When he breathed in, he caught the aroma of her body. It was her hair, the soap or perfume, exotic powders she wielded against him. She had drugged him. Was it just that one time? Did it happen again? For as long as he could remember, his thoughts had been his own. He had been able to sift between fantasy and reality, base desire and the purity of philosophy.

Until now.

"You can't do this to me, not again," he vowed.

When he uttered those words, he meant them. His intent was noble, his conscience pristine. Pushed forward by true motives, he should have been able to resist her. And yet, she teased him. She turned him into nothing but an animal. She awoke the siren song of his flesh, and those primitive instincts. Beastly desires overwhelmed him, making it more and more difficult for him to think. Each idea had to work its way through that lasing inferno.

It hardly mattered because this girl could play with him. The weight and restriction of those bands around his cock and balls made it utterly impossible for him to resist. He dropped his head down. He sucked in another cold breath. The air to purify his lungs entered his body, however. Instead, his heart continued to pound. He jerked to the left, to the right.

This beautiful girl forced him to climax again.

He was close, so close. He was right there on the cusp. She dragged him a crossed that invisible line.

No, no, no…

No!

He jerked his head up, and he swore, "I won't let you do this to me!" Perhaps in some wild fantasy or drug addled delusion, he could break through those iron links. Perhaps the new savior or one of the old deities could have blessed him in that moment. Superhuman strength could have flared along his muscles, granting him the strength he required.

"You won't?" Luna teased him. "You have no choice, boy. You aren't in control. You don't own your body. I have you, I don't have to let you go. I can keep you here for as long as I want. Right now, I can make you come for me." Right as those words left her lips, she looked into his eyes. At the same time, she squeezed his cock between her thumb and one finger. She pressed down, and it triggered something within him. The urges and instincts awoke something new, something he couldn't control.

Yes, he had experienced it before, yet that didn't matter. Unfamiliar helplessness surged through his body as he pulsated and throbbed. It wasn't just the kick of his heart. It was that jerking desperation. He bucked his hips forward, drew back, only to thrust forward again. He knew what he was doing. Deep down, he had yielded to those urges, and now she grinned at him.

"That's what I thought," she said. "You couldn't fight me, could you? You couldn't possibly win. You are a boy, and so you can be manipulated. You can be controlled. Accept the truth, monk." She leaned in again. "You are an animal that can be milked again and again, all for my pleasure. I can take you whenever I want, and you can't stop me."

"Please, at least release me from the metal bands," he said.

"That's right," she said. "The one on your cock can be tightened, can't it?" She smirked as his heart pounded with fear.


Chapter 4: Promising Truths
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Together, Felicia and Isabella studied one page after another. In truth, they tried to concentrate, yet they found themselves giggling, smirking, laughing, and tittering over the different images. Some of them seemed relatively crude. They dealt with simple curves and lines that only vaguely resembled the human body.

"How old you think this book might be?" Felicia had asked at one point.

"No idea," Isabella said. "Old. Very old. I mean, if the bookkeeper didn't even know she had it, then it could be ancient."

"More than a century?"

"Much older than a century," Isabella said, although she couldn't know for certain.

Inevitably the bells chimed, and Isabel slid off of the cot. "I have chores that require my attention," she announced. And yet, she still glanced over at the book. "I wish you the best of fortune, sister."

At that moment, it didn't sound like they were both initiates at this nunnery. Instead, those girls could be friends. Maybe they could be more like genuine sisters…

Felicia nodded. "I have some more time with him. I think...I think I can handle this."

"I know you can," Isabella said before she waved her hand and scurried back out into the hallway. Her rough, leather shoes tapped against the stone floor as she scurried away.

Left alone now, Felicia wondered about this.

Energy pulsed along her body, and she knew what she wanted to see. One image in particular had intrigued her. She carefully worked her way from one image to the next. She scanned across the different details. Because she was responsible for testing Mateo Marcos de la Cruz, she could enjoy a few minutes alone to herself. In theory, she was supposed to be down in the cell, working him over, but she could have easily shrugged and said something about how she wanted to wait. She needed to keep him nervous.

Even as those excuses flashed through her head, she knew the truth. She was nervous. She had failed one time, what if she failed again? She needed to find his weakness, to understand his vulnerability, and to exploit it. It was possible.

It had to be!

As so many had done before her, Felicia glanced up at the ceiling. In doing so, she whispered a prayer, "Please. Please, help me do this. I can't go back. I can't go back to the way things were, not yet. Please…" She understood that this violated so many different tenets of their faith. But even as those words passed her lips, she knew the truth. Some desires couldn't be ignored.

And yet, Mateo Marcos de la Cruz seemed to push aside his own desires. How? How could he do something like that?

She inhaled, made a decision, and found the right page. She saw the picture of the man chained to a wall. Or maybe it was supposed to be a curve, like this was the edge of a cave or something? Felicia didn't know, but she decided she wasn't worried about it either. Instead, she concentrated on the image of that boy. She studied his cock, the different components, and the way he seemed to tense, like he knew he would be defeated. For him, it was an inevitability.

That was how Felicia needed to think.

Perhaps this was a waste of time; she didn't think so. She wanted to remind herself of what this kind of power could mean. Yes, the scholars all insisted that the female sex was weaker, that women were incapable of making their own decisions, or understanding the world. Their perspectives were supposed to be limited, incoherent, irrational, and deceptive. Only men could see the truth.

Right then and there, Felicia didn't believe it. There weren't any priests to tell her otherwise, so she pulled off her garments, one after another. Soon enough, she was naked, and she lowered herself back down onto her cot. At the same time, she closed her eyes, and she pictured that boy. She imagined Mateo. She remembered how he looked with the shackles around his wrists and ankles, how he had volunteered for this, yet how it was her responsibility to test him.

"I will break him," she promised. At the same time, she thought of the other images, the crops and the whips, the implements of pain.

Yes, she would show him what could be accomplished. She would show him what a woman could do.

As those thoughts sprinted through her mind, she licked her fingertips. She brought her hand back down between her legs, and she started to stroke her crevice. She toyed with her pussy, savoring the heat that darted along her body. It grew, spinning hot and wild.

She would do this.

She would find his weak point. She would exploit it.

It didn't matter what he thought or how he intended to dedicate himself to the battlefield. In time, he might learn the kind of strength and resistance he needed. Not yet. She would break him. She would do it!

Again and again, Felicia held onto that singular vow. She wouldn't fail. She wouldn't allow herself to fail!

The orgasm exploded along her skin, shooting out with tendrils of bliss to her arms and legs. She could feel that incandescent light fly along her nerves. She arched her back and curled her toes; she pushed her heels down against the rough cotton. When it was done, her face was flushed, her forehead down.

She got dressed. She studied her book for just a few more seconds. And then she headed back down into the cells.

Felicia intended to rush. She thought she could move quickly and unseen. She knew what she had to do.

With her head bowed down and her thoughts fixated on the boy waiting for her in his chains, she didn't notice the other girls up ahead. She bumped into another woman and quickly apologized, "I'm sorry, sister. I wasn't looking." That was the appropriate declaration.

Instead of hearing another, humble apology, a haughty voice called out, "No. You weren't. But then, you don't ever pay attention, do you?"

Felicia jerked her head up. Thoughts of Mateo dissipated when she saw the young woman standing in front of her. "Angela," Felicia said, biting through the syllables as though she had to swallow down something rotten or bitter.

Like Felicia, Angela was blonde, with vibrant eyes. She was taller and had larger breasts. Despite the modesty of her garments, there was something about the way she carried herself that made her own belief in her superiority quite clear. Maybe, when she found herself standing near the Sister Superior, Angela could feign the humility they were all supposed to strive toward.

But right then and there, when these young women were alone in the hallway, she crossed her arms over her chest and sneered, "What are you doing out here?"

"I'm on my way to handle some tasks," Felicia said.

"The boy you're supposed to be testing?" Angela snorted out the words as though she couldn't believe something like this could be happening. "I can't believe the Sister Superior picked you. I wonder if he is a high ranking warrior or something?"

"What?" Felicia asked. She couldn't help herself. The words just popped out of her mouth, and now she couldn't take them back.

"Obviously, she wanted to make it easy for one of the men. Maybe his general has decided that he needs this warrior out on the field as soon as possible? Who knows? Those are manly concerns anyway." Angela shrugged again as though she couldn't possibly care one way or the other.

"I'm not making it easy for him," she said.

"How many times have you been able to make him climax?"

Clouds of heat played along Felicia's cheeks. Although she didn't say anything, the other girl had no problem picking up on the truth. "Not once?" Angela taunted her fellow initiate. "You haven't been able to make him lose control even one time? How long have you had him? It's been more than a day.…" She allowed her voice to trail off as though she couldn't comprehend such a mystery.

"It's fine," Felicia stated. She started to step forward, only Angela slid into her path, blocking her.

The other blonde cocked her head to the side with a nasty smile on her face. From a distance, perhaps she seemed sweet and innocent. Of course, Felicia understood the truth. As a young woman in a wealthy household, she had watched the different hierarchies develop. She knew how women could become backbiting monsters. Sure, the men never understood how these dynamics worked, but they could get as complicated as any royal court.

"Is it? Is it fine?"

"You don’t have to worry about me," Felicia said. "I know what I'm doing."

"Oh, really? Does that make you a whore?"

Felicia tightened her fists. Simultaneously, this wonderful fantasy flashed along her imagination. She wished she could slug this girl. It would have felt amazing to pull her arm back and swing hard and fast. She wouldn't have to think about it; Felicia could have yielded to her instincts.

But no, she had been raised for courtly behavior, even if her future had been decided long before her birth. Besides, she was a sister of the order now. She couldn't embrace those terrible instincts. She had to behave; she had to comport herself appropriately, even if Angela didn't do so.

"The Sister Superior gave me a task," Felicia pointed out, her tone icy and sharp. "Even if she didn't trust you with the same responsibility, I will do my best. I will break this boy."

"Doubtful," Angela whispered.

At this point, Felicia stepped around the other girl, and Angela didn’t try to step in her way or try to stop her. With her head bowed down, Felicia locked her teeth together and strode as fast as she could down into the tunnels beneath the convent.

Only a few minutes later, she found herself outside of the door. On the other side, Mateo Marcos de la Cruz would be waiting for her.

Her heart pounded, her face remained flushed, and she wanted to hit something. She wished she could slam her fists down onto one of the walls. Maybe she could kick one of those solid surfaces. She yearned for the chance to break something. Better yet, she could spring back up into the dining hall and grab a couple of chairs and knock them down against the stone floor. She wanted the wooden pieces to shatter and break into thousands of splinters as she vented her rage.

No. Throwing furniture wasn't going to help. No. Letting her emotions take control of her wouldn't be useful.

Then she smiled and bowed her head down. That was what these boys were attempting to learn, wasn't it? She smirked as she started to understand. If men could control their sexual desires, then perhaps they could master their other impulses and urges as well. That was the point. On the field of battle, the human body raged. Anger would lead to foolish mistakes. Terror might compel cowardice. If these men wished to be the best fighters and warriors the world had ever known, then they had to learn how to control themselves. Control. Discipline.

"That's what I need, and that's what I'm going to give him. Soon," Felicia said. She took one more step. Exhaling slowly, she whispered as her heart rate started to settle, "I can do this. I can do this. I can take him. I can show him pleasure and pain. That's what it will take. I can do this." The young woman held onto those truths.

Then she opened the door, she stepped across the threshold, and she mastered her features. She didn't look frightened, scared, energetic, or enthusiastic either. Anticipation from before had faded. Now she had a mission to complete; there was the singular task, and she would accomplish it for the Sister Superior, for the Alabaster Thorn, for Him, and for herself...That notion pushed her forward as she stepped across the threshold and closed the door behind her.

Finally, she locked her eyes on him. Her expression remained neutral.

She walked up to him, and she contemplated him. Her eyes narrowed slightly, almost as though she found herself inspecting some unknown animal or insect. From there, she reached up and she removed his gag. She pulled it free from his mouth, and she looked into his eyes.

"Do you have anything to say for yourself before I break you?"

Mateo surprised her by shaking his head from side to side.

"Good," she said. "First, I expect you to be hard."

As she intended to prove that point, she lowered herself down onto her knees. This sparked something within him. Once she was down in that subservient position, his shaft twitched. At the same time, he had tried to turn away from her, to keep his eyes fixed on some point in the middle distance, only now she glanced up and their gazes met.

This time, she allowed a quarter smile to stretch at the corner of her mouth. From there, she leaned forward and she licked her lips. Then she glanced up at him again. Yes, he was looking down at her. "Perhaps the use of my hands wasn't enough?" Felicia suggested. "Maybe you would like me to suck your cock instead? That is an experience you will never get again, don't you think? Yes, there are women who probably follow your army and who would eagerly surrender to you for a price, but I'm not just some common woman, am I?" As she spoke, she licked her lips. She remained fully clothed in front of him; her body was hidden, yet he had surely memorized the curves and contours of her body. He could think of her breasts, her shoulders, the curves of her waist and the taut lines of her legs. She was a beautiful girl. Even if she had been sequestered away from mankind, she offered him something he would never be able to get anywhere else.

Felicia leaned forward, and she licked her lips again. She parted her lips.

His cock stiffened. Clearly, he was ready. Even if he remained silent, she could guess his thoughts.

Then she stood up, she pressed her body to his. "It's okay if you get excited. You can't help yourself. You are a boy. Boys get turned on. Boys have instincts. They have desires and urges. That is why the Church binds women and men together with holy matrimony, don't you think?"

A rumble vibrated from deep in his throat. Clearly, he intended to stay quiet, only the words were right there, percolating between his teeth. Still, he managed to fight them. "I could go down on you right now," she said. "I could suck your cock. I could take my wet lips, along your length. I could start at the very tip and swirl my tongue over your opening before going down, little by little. I could take my time. You know, I think that would be pretty amazing for both of us. You could have a sister. You could have a beautiful girl like me on my knees, eager to surrender to you. You could pump your cock forward, you could blow your load, and I would swallow down every delicious drop. Our eyes could stay connected, and you would know all of this. No matter where you go or who you fight or the difficulties you must endure in your future, you could have had me. Wouldn't you like that? Wouldn't you like getting to carry that truth with you from one battlefield to the next? I could be your inspiration, your muse…"

"Loyalty, fidelity, and dedication are the only Muses I require," Mateo Marcos de la Cruz insisted.

"Are you sure about that?" Felicia whispered into his other ear.

She dragged her soft fingertips down along his chest. At one point, she scratched him "accidentally". At the same time, she allowed a girlish giggle to vibrate across the air.

By the time she lowered herself back down onto her knees, his cock continued to twitch. His entire body quivered. Perhaps he tried to hide in his mantras, but she had found a weakness in his mental and emotional defenses. In spite of the prayers or promises repeated at the back of his throat, he couldn't help himself, not when this girl seemed to be able to tease him. This time, she studied him far more intently. Just as importantly, she took her time. She considered what she had learned from that book. Simultaneously, she trusted her instincts.

She licked her lips again.

Then she reached up, and she brushed his cock with both of her hands. She touched the right side, then the left. She played with him.

Fresh quivers of need raced along his body. He must have fought to control them, but he couldn't. "Just stay still," she chided him. "Maybe that's all it takes? Maybe if you remain perfectly still, I will note that I don't have any effect on you, and so I will let you go?" She let that possibility linger on the air even as she brushed her fingers along his length. She toyed with him, gently gripping him at one point, only to release him. Over and over again, she drew him on.

All the while, her lips remained luminous with possibility. At any moment, she could have leaned forward and wrapped her mouth around his shaft as she had suggested. The idea was right there, lodged deep within the meat of his fantasies.

But she didn't do it. Instead, she raised herself up onto her feet. Then she started to strip.

"What? What are you doing?" Mateo asked.

At this point, he knew what he had to do: close his eyes or simply turn away. He could have jerked his head off to the right or left and stared into the small cell's corners. He could've studied the walls, the rough stone, the edges, the random imperfections. If he had memorized them, then perhaps he would have been able to maintain some kind of defense against her seductive onslaught.

Instead, he watched her. He studied her beautiful breasts, her slender shoulders, her narrow arms and those delicate wrists. At the same time, the words percolated at the back of his throat. It would have been so easy to start begging. Part of him wanted to try. Part of him needed to call out those words.

It required all of his willpower, but Mateo managed to swallow them down. No. He wouldn't break. He couldn't allow some girl to defeat him. Besides, he understood her wiles. She was a woman. She was listening to her natural instincts. As far as he could tell, every female had a little bit of a succubus within her. They were all tainted by sin, but he wouldn't succumb. He wouldn't allow her to seduce him!

Still, she had been right about one thing.

That image of this girl on her knees, wrapping her lips around his cock and gently sucking awoke something within him. He yearned to feel her mouth right there between his legs.

No. He wouldn't come. No. He wouldn't allow her to steal away his seed. He wouldn't climax. He wouldn't lose control.

Without realizing it, he came up a new set of mantras, a new set of prayers, a new set of promises.

Even so, he still didn't turn away.

"You like watching me," she said. "But you aren't going to like this next part."

"What, what are you talking about?" He tugged against the chains, fully aware he wouldn't be able to break free. He nonetheless needed to burn off some of the tension which had now spread through his body.

She walked over to the corner of the room. She lifted the hinge on the bench, and she looked down into that small compartment. Inside, she found the tools.

She pulled out a riding crop. She had no idea when or where it had last been used but now she ran her fingers along the smooth leather until she came to that sharp, biting tip.

"If you think that will hurt me, you are wrong," he said.

"I guess we're just going to have to find out," answered the naked girl.

Taking one cautious step forward after another, she finally stood in front of him. She raised her arm and she brought the crop down in one quick slice along his chest. The leather bit his skin, leaving a red mark along his tanned flesh.

"Fascinating," she said.

His muscles tensed. The pain hadn't been especially brutal or cruel, and yet it seemed to add to those other sensations.

That's when she leaned forward and she nuzzled that same line with her lips and the tip of her nose. Finally, her lips parted, and she licked his chest.

She pulled back, she let her eyes slowly rise from that red welt gliding down along the length of his chest. Then she saw his neck, and she finally gazed up into his eyes. "You liked that, didn't you?"

"I am testing myself. That's all this is."

"Wrong," she replied. "I'm testing you, and I'm going to make sure you fail."

"Never," he insisted.

That's when she stepped back and slapped the tip of the crop down against his right shoulder, then his left, along his right pectoral, then his left. She lashed down over and over again, striking hard and fast until the red lines crisscrossed his body. His eyes widened, and he tried to ignore those sensations. Yes, they hurt, but he was a warrior who had trudged through desert heat, up mountains and back down into festering swamps. This girl wasn't supposed to scare him.

Only then she reached out, and she gently traced one finger from one random line to the next. As she touched him, his cock seemed to harden more and more.

Then she slapped the tip of the crop down against his right thigh. She slapped three times on that leg. Then she gave him three more on the left side of his body. Finally, she grabbed him, squeezed, her hand rose up and down along the length of his shaft. He came close, so incredibly close to an orgasm.

At the last instant, right before it felt as though he would have no choice, she jerked her hand back. Her skin remained clean as she raised her hand up to his mouth. "Lick," she commanded.

At this point, he managed to maintain some veneer of self-control. He tightened his lips into an angry line and stared straight ahead. No, he wouldn't lick her hand. He wouldn't cooperate. He wouldn't play along with her desires. Just as he had done before, he would prove himself. He would demonstrate that he could master his urges. Those instincts wouldn't overwhelm him, no matter what this pretty, blonde girl wished provoke within him.

That's when she brought her palm over to her lips. She licked her palm, her fingers, and then she dropped her hand down toward his cock. She wrapped her digits around him. With her other hand, she stroked his chest. She caressed his neck. Fresh waves a sensation gripped him as that pretty girl took a hold of his shaft, and she started to rub him. "That's right," she said. "I have you, and I don't need to let you go." She took up the crop again. She slapped it down against his left thigh. She went for that same spot once, twice, three times. At the same time, she stroked his manhood. Pleasure and pain mixed together, overwhelming him. Those desires surged through his body, coalescing into something unstoppable.

He lost control!

For just a moment, he let his willpower slip. He didn't know how it happened. She pressed down at the wrong moment, or he pushed his hips forward, and he rubbed against her, and suddenly those urges were unleashed. The pleasure exploded through his body.

Deep down, that small voice of his conscience reminded him to hate this, to despise the filthy desperation clinging to his body. And yet, he rubbed up against her, thrusting his hips as he savored that orgasm. It splashed forward, spurting out. The rhythmic movements of his body matched the eager gasps of his lungs as he threw his head back, closed his eyes, and lost himself.

"It looks like we get to start over," she said.

He lifted his head. He glared at that beautiful girl even as she leaned forward and kissed him on the tip of his nose.

Anno CCIII

"What have we discovered?"

He didn't answer.

"You get a choice, monk. You can talk to me and tell me the truth, or you can try to hide. Personally, I think that would be hypocritical."

"You know nothing," he grunted back at her.

"I know that I caught you," she said. "I know I have you."

"You don't have me," he said. "Maybe you have kidnapped my body, and maybe you have imprisoned my flesh, but that is not who I really am. I am a monk. I'm a seeker of truth. I am a lover of wisdom," he said.

"Really?" Luna was seated across from him on the other side of the cave. With her cloak draped around her, she had her legs crossed as she leaned forward. At that angle, she seemed like a precocious girl eager to play with a new toy. She may as well have been one of the children who visited the town square when the performers came to town. "Because right now, you look like my property."

"I am no woman's property," he snarled back at her.

"And yet, I have you, and I can drain you whenever I want. How many times has it been now?"

"Five or six," he said.

"Liar," she said with a smile. "I think it's closer to nineteen or twenty. And frankly, that's a good number."

"Are you going to let me go?" Felix didn't mean to let the hope slide into his voice yet it was too late now to take those words back.

"No," she said. "You are far too valuable to me." When she said those words, his cock twitched. He hated how his body could start to harden. What was it about the shape of her face or the sound of her voice? How could she trigger that reaction within him?

Magic. A demon's touch. As far as he was concerned, those were the best answers.

"If you truly loved wisdom, then you wouldn't hide from who you are."

"I'm not hiding!"

"You deny your urges. You deny your instincts. Even now, you try to tell me that you aren't my prisoner, yet I see the shackles around your wrists. Besides, even if you managed to free yourself from those restraints, I could capture you all over again."

"No," he said. "You tricked me. You used foul magic and fell concoctions."

She rolled her shoulders, "Perhaps. But I got you here, didn’t I? And now I have you, so I don't have to let you go. But my point remains the same. You try to isolate yourself. Accept the truth. You are you are a man...a mortal...and vulnerable to my touch. You ache for release. Even when you claim to hate it, you still love what I do to you. You love it when I drain you. You love it when I reduce you to the status of an animal."

"I'm no cow to be milked," he snarled back at her.

"Why? Because you're a man?" She cocked her head to the side and smiled. There was something in this, something cruel, playful, and dangerous in her expression. "In your mind, it probably is acceptable for women to be used like livestock while the men are supposed to strut around the world and make all of the vital decisions. Is that it? Is that what you believe?"

"This is pointless. It's pointless to have a conversation with a woman," he insisted.

She threw her head back and laughed.

"What?" Felix snapped. "What's so funny?"

"You sound like you have a choice. I can just wait. Or maybe I should starve you? Or, I should allow the thirst to overwhelm you?"

"It won't work," he said.

"You sure about that? Have you ever tried to starve yourself?"

"I am a monk. I understand hunger pangs. I have fasted," he told her.

"Ah," she said like a tutor instructing a student on some fine detail he had missed. "But that was voluntary. You embraced it willingly. Now, you have no choice. Plus, there is the question of your desires."

"I don't want any of this."

"I'm not talking about your cock or your lust," she answered, chiding him. "I refer to your desire to escape."

"What, what do you mean?" He should've been able to figure it out, yet this girl had him bound. It wasn't like sleep came easily with the shackles around his wrists. She had created this world for him, one of darkness and the desires he had always been able to ignore—until now.

"You want to get away, don't you? That means you must eat. You must drink. You must cooperate with me. Even if you don't like it, even if you hate it, you have no choice. Isn't this what your philosophers call a dilemma?" As she spoke, Luna considered her prisoner. Her eyes roamed along his naked body, especially his hardened shaft.

The monk said nothing.

"It's okay if you're frustrated," she told him. "There's nothing wrong with your desires."

"I will free myself from these urges."

"Including the urge to escape?"

"You're playing games with me," he said. "Like the demons of old, you intend to trick me."

Luna shrugged. The firelight played along her dark tresses, and she seemed to consider him for several more seconds. She didn't need to speak. She didn't need to say anything at all. "Believe what you will, but I will have my way with you." The corners her eyes sprinkled with amusement. "Again and again and again."

"I will master myself," he insisted. "If the universe has sent you to tempt me, then I will learn control."

"Think you can start right now?" Luna asked.

He gulped. He didn't mean to do it. The monk should have been able to school his features and maintain the neutrality of a man dedicated to wisdom and nothing more. Only then she came up to him. He squirmed against his bonds. He twisted, desperate for escape, only now she reached up, and she pushed him to one side. She smacked his ass. Her hand flew down in one quick, tight arc.

It was a different kind of pain, he knew. There were genuine torturers out in the wider world, ways to break a man of his spirit by consuming him in the worst kinds of trauma. This girl, however, intended something else. Even so, his teeth locked together, and she smacked his unprotected posterior again. Her hand flew down, her fingertips flashed through the air and she struck. Her palm crashed against his back once, twice, six times. As her hand flew down again and again, he tried not to react. At one point, his eyes watered. She thrashed harder. The pain exploded along his nerves.

Again and again, he reminded himself that it could have been so, so much worse. Somehow, this knowledge didn't truly console him. Instead, his fingers pushed down against his palms, and he shoved his wrists against his manacles. He tried to twist free, but she held him in that one spot, his body awkwardly pushed to the side, granting Luna the access she demanded.

Then it stopped.

He dipped his head down. He was breathing harder, faster now. The frustration burned through his body, yet there was nothing he could do about it, and they both recognized that simple truth. Then she reached up.

He didn't understand what was about to happen, not while his backside tingled. Now her fingers gently grazed his flesh, and his cock stiffened.

"No…" The monk tried to turn away, but this girl was surprisingly strong.

"Stay," she commanded, her tone sharp and decisive. In some ways, she spoke as though she addressed a canine.

His chains only allowed a hint of movement, yet she still expected him to willingly yield to her authority. And yet, he still had those old instincts, and they told him those obvious points. She was a woman. She had no authority. By the natural laws of the universe, he was supposed to be in charge. Taller and stronger, broader and more intelligent, he was a man.

Despite those advantages, Felix found himself trapped there against the wall as she stroked him. With one hand, she gripped his cock. With her other hand, she reached up, sliding her fingers along the contours of his chest.

"Are you really going to fight me on this?" Luna asked, almost playfully. "Because if I need to make it hurt, I will."

"No…" Felix said.

"Then look into my eyes and tell me how much you want to be milked right here and right now."

"Milked?" The word popped from his lips as though it came from some reflex.

"Milked," she repeated, her words curving around those sounds. "You haven't figured it out yet, have you?"

"What, what are you talking about?"

"Right now, you are bound. I have you, and I can keep you for as long as I wish. You are trapped," she told him, her eyes sparkling with amusement. "You aren't going anywhere. And each day, I can touch you and squeeze you and milk you. I can harvest your cream." She giggled now, as though she had said something silly, ridiculous, or funny.

The color drained away from his face, leaving his cheeks a pale shade of white in the darkened cave. "No…"

"Yes," she said. "It's like the allegory of the cave, only you are a slave bound to a wall, you certainly aren't the philosopher who has escaped the shadows."

"You, you can't know that," she said.

"Why not? Because I'm a woman? We talk. We learn. We understand the world in so many ways a boy like you can hardly comprehend. Face it, monk. You are trapped, and so I can touch you however I desire. Your body is locked by my will." As she spoke, she continued to touch him. The horror blossomed in his chest. No. No, she couldn't understand the great men of the past. Those ideas were far too difficult and complicated for her. As a woman, she was meant for breeding. Members of the weaker sex had their place in society; they were meant to be mothers and caretakers. Instinctively subservient, they were supposed to do as they were told.

And yet, he yanked against his shackles. "You might be livestock," she suggested, practically purring from one syllable to the next.

"I'm a philosopher," he grunted again. "I seek the truth. I have mastered the components of my body and my mind. I understand the inner workings of my soul," he protested.

"Oh? I thought you were mumbling something before about how we believed in intellectual humility? Don't you understand how little you know of the world?" She cocked her head to one side and smiled at him. "If that's really true, doesn't it mean that you have to acknowledge those larger possibilities?"

Eyes darting around, voice tight with dread, he nonetheless asked, "What, what do you mean?" He wasn't supposed to listen to her. For so long, he had ignored the female half of humanity. Those women were distractions at best and dangerous at worst. Many of the philosophers he had known had been hermits and monks of often isolated orders. These were the men who believed in solitude, in the comfort of contemplation. They didn't allow themselves to become distracted.

And yet, this pale girl with the dark hair and sharp features smiled at him. She revealed the edges of her teeth like some predator. And yet, she couldn't bite into the meat of his body; instead, she consumed the certainty of his faith.

He dipped his head down. "No. I, I won't listen to this." And yet, her fingers continued to dance and dart along his cock. She stroked him, starting at the base of his shaft. She pressed down with the pad of her thumb, and another hiss of hot, growing defiance vibrated through his body. He had to fight back. He had to defeat her.

But how? What could he do?

He shut his eyes as he tried to hide from her, only that's when she chuckled, "Really? You think you can close your eyes to get away from me?" Light darting and daring caresses slid along his shaft. She just barely touched him, sending fresh spurts of desperation dancing along his body.

Perhaps he had hoped he would become accustomed to this kind of treatment. It was a lovely thought, one he tried to fit into what he endured at that exact moment. And yet, each gentle caress, soft squeeze, powerful grip, and quick slide of her hand against his vulnerable flesh reminded this boy over and over again of his vulnerability. She knew how to touch him; she knew how to stimulate him. Those raw desires burned through his body, growing stronger and stronger with every second.

Felix, despite his best efforts, couldn't become accustomed to those bursts of stimulation. Each time she touched him, his spiritual instincts seemed to diminish. If his understanding of the world existed as some kind of metaphorical flame, then this girl became a hurricane, one that threatened to extinguish those fires of light and wisdom.

"You might just be a dumb animal," she told him. "You could be a creature existing on a farm, and you think you understand the world, but you are limited by your mind, your body, and your diminished soul."

"I can understand the world," he insisted.

"Such a beautiful sentiment," she told him, leaning up on the tips of her toes. "But is it true?"

His muscles contracted and tightened. He tried to jerk free. Then he pressed his back down against the wall, and that's when she came back up in front of him. She stroked his cock, squeezing and teasing him. Her free hand went for his balls. She slid her middle two fingers up underneath the curves of his scrotum. She played with that sensitive spot, sending one jolt of pleasure after another through his body.

Yes, his body craved her touch and attention, yet he still tried to fight it with everything he possessed. He channeled all of his strength, all of his willpower into biting down.

It wasn't enough. It wasn't anywhere near enough…

"You won't come for me," she said.

For just a moment, he truly wanted to believe that this was some kind of important concession, as though he had actually managed to defeat her.

It was a lovely idea. It was alluring and intoxicating.

But it wasn't the truth.

He had not defeated her; he couldn't count this as some kind of small victory.

Instead, she pulled her hands away, and then she looked into his eyes. "But I think some punishment might help."

"Punishment?" Felix gulped back his trepidation. Halfheartedly, he pulled against the restraints again. He could feel the heavy weight of the iron manacles. The chains dragged at his limbs even as he tried to keep his arms extended.

It didn't do any good, he could tell right away. He was still trapped. Whether he liked it or not, she had him, and she didn't have to let go. There was no need for her to contemplate his release.

She stepped away, wandered over toward the dark, and then he could hear something opening and closing. She navigated the shadowed spaces of her cave with dexterous ease. And when she finally stepped back into the sputtering lamplight, he saw her holding the handle of the whip.

"Have you ever felt something like this before?" Luna asked her captive.

He didn't answer. Felix opened his mouth like he intended to say something. He stopped, reconsidered the possibilities, shut his lips, and hardened his mouth into a frustrated pout. She pulled her arm back, and she let the tip fall to the floor.

"Are you ready? Are you ready to experience something new?" Luna taunted him. "That's what you crave, isn't it? You seek wisdom. You seek truth. You thought you could hide yourself from me, but I'm going to show you something, boy. I'm going to show you exactly how vulnerable you can be."

"You won't break me," he said. As he uttered those words, he meant them. He thought he was speaking the truth. At that moment.

He didn't understand the nature of his own delusion.

Another wicked smile curved along her mouth, and then she jerked her arm forward. The tip of the whip flew, cutting across the air before it struck his right flank.

Just a few inches from his navel, a red welt appeared. That sharp line glowed a bright shade of red, and fresh pain blossomed along his nerves. He hissed through his teeth, thinking that was only the beginning. He was right.

She struck again, this time going for the other side of his body. His naked form was vulnerable, his arms up, his legs spread, his cock and balls on display.

"Stop," he whispered.

She didn't.

Felix couldn't tell whether or not she had even heard him. Ultimately, it didn't matter. This young woman could do whatever she wished with him. She could punish him however she saw fit.

"I have been curious about this for quite some time," she said. "It's an interesting question, don't you think?"

Right as Felix opened his mouth to respond, she struck again. The whip flew out and down against his right shoulder. Another red line appeared. No, she didn't break the skin, but that hardly mattered. The pain glowed hot along his nerves nonetheless. He hissed, biting down, fighting hard not to react.

Then she struck his right thigh, then his left. She went for his shoulders again.

At the edges of his fracturing thoughts, he wondered whether or not she knew how to aim. Did she pick the spots, or were they random? He couldn't tell but it changed nothing as the pain washed over him. Sharp jabs of agony swept across his nerves, lighting up his flesh and making him jerk against his bonds. He fought hard, battling the chains. They jangled and chimed, but he still couldn't break free.

"Poor boy," she said, smiling at him in the gloom of her cave. "You want to get away so badly. But you can't, can you? And now, I'm going to make you cry out. I'm going to make you beg."

"Never," he said automatically. In truth, Felix knew he should have remained silent. Interacting with her and engaging with her would always be a mistake. Rather, he needed to stay silent and stoic, especially if he hoped to drain away her amusement. If he didn't answer or react, then perhaps she might grow bored…

It was a nice thought. He had no idea whether or not it could possibly work, yet he didn't see any alternatives.

The tip of the whip snapped down hard over and over again. By now, he had lost track of how many times she delivered those painful bites. Each time the whip flew down, he saw the black leather blur, and the sharpened tip beat down against the curves of his skin. Heat buzzed just beneath the surface of his flesh, and he glared at her.

It was all he could do.

As he had lived the life of a wandering monk, Felix had never truly wondered about power or influence. Yes, many of his compatriots had frequently discussed the nature of leadership, especially when it came to kingdoms, empires, cities, and even families. He had always listened politely, eager to learn more, yet those questions had never held his attention since he wouldn't be able to use such information. He was poor; he was just a monk, a man who wandered from city to town and to village and back again. As he wandered, he was supposed to explore.

Felix never expected to encounter a girl like Luna!

"I'm going to make you pay for this!"

"Look at that," she said. "You have lost control, haven't you? Even now, your vaunted ideals have faded away because you understand that I am your superior. I have control here, so I can do whatever I wish with you."

"No!"

He tried to say more, only then she jerked her arm back and sent the tip of her implement flying forward. The whip's harsh bite struck again and again, sending one burst of agony after another radiating along his skin. As desperation pumped through his frame, he writhed to the left, then the right and back again as he tried to seek escape.

The chains held him there, locking him in place for her amusement.

"No," she told him. "You can't get away. You cannot escape. You are here because you belong to me."

"I don't. I have my self-control. I am the man I have always wanted to be," he told her.

In an instant, he dropped his head forward, clenched his eyes shut, and breathed heavily.

For a few seconds, perhaps he truly believed it had worked. Maybe she had stepped back and reconsidered him. Perhaps, finally, she saw the strength of his faith, she understood his dedication, and so she might release him…

Those delusions obscured the rest of the world for just a few seconds. Then, tentative and nervous, he lifted his head.

Nervous energy swamped his body when he saw her. His eyes went round, and that's when she grabbed his cock. She started at the tip, rubbed him, squeezed, and worked her hand down along his length until she got to the base of his member. Then she caressed his balls before squeezing again. She started rubbing him harder and faster.

He lost control almost instantly. Yes, he attempted to fight back. All he had to do was hold out. It seemed so simple as a concept, yet this man had no way to enforce his will upon his body. She had taken control. In that moment, she owned him, and there was nothing he could do about it!

As she stroked and toyed with his cock, he still fought. But then he sensed it, that now familiar and hated sensation of release. In that instant, he couldn't understand how his body had been etched with those desires and urges. He lost control, thrusting his hips forward as he panted. Pleasure rushed across his body, singing out, hot and powerful. He tried to grit his teeth, to somehow retake control. He failed.

"That's right," she taunted him. "Give it to me. Give it to me because you have no choice. Give it to me because you understand your place. Maybe you have allowed yourself those delusions, but your intellect can't save you here or now, can it? No, you are trapped. You are paralyzed, and I can do whatever I want with you." She kept coming back to that simple point. In spite of everything he had pursued, he didn't have the strength or power to resist.

And now she toyed with him.

And now, she forced him to climax.

And now she took exactly what she wanted.

Finally spent, he slumped forward. He dangled there from his chains, and that's when he watched as she stepped back.

She picked up a tome; she placed a small inkwell on her lap, and she dipped her quill into the black liquid.

Felix needed to ask, yet he refused to indulge. Even if curiosity ate at him, he still stayed silent. From one moment to the next, however, he watched her. He studied that beautiful girl, and he savored the slowing beat of his heart.

"You want to know what I'm doing," she said. It wasn't a question, and she didn't look up either.

"I don't care," he snapped back at her.

"Yes," Luna said. "You do. You can't help yourself." She made it sound so emphatic, so undeniable.

His teeth clenched again.

"Your curiosity draws you on," she said. She still didn't make eye contact with him. "You want to know what I'm writing. In fact, you probably don't believe a girl like me should be allowed to write at all. You don't believe in literacy for the fairer, more cunning sex, do you?"

"Women are not more cunning," he growled back.

"You keep doing that," she told him. "You try to act like this beast, yet we both know the truth about you, don't we? Yeah, we do…" Although she was teasing him again, he decided not to indulge her. He said nothing. In this instance, he managed to maintain his stoic detachment. Even if his body buzzed with that release from before, he wouldn't give her anything else. "You don't scare me," she told him. "Just because you are a man, you can't intimidate me. In fact, quite the opposite is true."

"What, what are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about all that I learned from teasing you," she said. "When I play with your body, I discover more and more about the male body as well as the male psyche."

"Liar," he shot back.

"No," she told him. The corners of her eyes crinkled with amusement, and her lips rose upward. "I'm not lying. I don't need to. You see this book? This is the book I'm writing. I'm going to learn all there is to know about you. I will extract every detail. I will discover each of your weaknesses, Felix." Sometimes she called him "boy" or "monk". Somehow, she scared him the most when she used his name.

"Now, rest. I have made an important discovery today and drained you. Later, I can test my theory again. Are you looking forward to that?"

He fought to stay silent, but it didn't feel like a victory, not this time.


Chapter 5: Shadowed Desires

In the Year of Our Lord, 1203

"Why do you think the male body works this way?" Felicia asked.

Her willing captive, Mateo Marcos de la Cruz, had been gagged only a few minutes before. He had spent the night like that, bound and with a leather strap tied tight between his teeth. At several points, he had tried to spit it out.

To his shame, he knew the truth. While left alone in his cell, he had snarled and thrashed like an angry animal. Surrendering his dignity, he had yanked against his bonds, fighting as hard as he could. On the field of battle, he had learned so much, yet it hadn't been enough. He kicked and fought, only he couldn't break those chains.

And now, there was that beautiful girl with her honey-blonde hair and her delicately sharp features, her red lips, and that coquettish smile. As a soldier, he had learned to focus. Even as enemies swarmed the battlefield, he had always been able to concentrate. He never allowed himself to become distracted. Instead, there was that flow state of total concentration as the noises of war washed over him. He selected his opponents, one after another. At the same time, he maintained a situational awareness, which he couldn't even explain to himself. Yes, he might be involved in a dual, swinging and slashing with his blade, holding up his shield, blocking and pivoting as he darted from one step to the next, yet he never allowed himself to be ambushed either. No one could sneak up on him and slide a dagger between his ribs. No one could smash the back of his skull with some mighty club.

Each time, he had been able to dodge away, to raise his shield or parry with his blade. With his feet on the ground and his blade in hand, he had always known exactly what to do. Even when he served with the cavalry, he had been able to pick his targets and strike hard and fast, ferocity overwhelming the enemy each and every time.

Was it simple luck?

A divine blessing?

Something else entirely?

If so, what?

As a warrior and an aspirant to the Order of the Alabaster Thorn, he recognized the heresy of those questions. Of course, all truth and wisdom came from God. Even if he managed to succeed by the dint of his determination, his strength still originated with Him. There could be no other possibility.

And yet, he had failed.

She had touched him, teasing him and coaxing the orgasms from his body. She had torn through his defenses. A mixture of pleasure and pain had weakened his barriers until this beautiful girl toyed with him and drew him on.

"I'm studying," she said. "I'm learning."

"You can't break me," he said.

"I already have," she chortled.

"No…"

"Yes," she said. "And in fact, I'm going to play with you right now, and then I'm going to leave you wanting, and then I'm going to break you."

"It won't work," he said. When he spoke, he did his best to turn those words into a vow.

It didn't work, not this time. "You know, I was getting really scared, but I have been learning, haven't I?"

"I only have to hold out for a couple of days," he told himself. Or maybe he really did intend those words for her ears. Either way, it changed nothing.

She came up to him, and that's when she held out the crop. "I wonder," she said. She touched the tip of her tool to the underside of her chin. Then she flicked it out, and it struck his scrotum. The pain coursed through his body, a white-hot burst of agony. The flames of torment sprayed across his nerves, flashing up into his core before stepping into his spine and working straight up into his brain.

"You try that again?" She sounded like some precocious girl. She was just playing a game. She was just toying with this male, and there was nothing he could do about it!

He splayed his fingers and jerked against his shackles. At the same time, he had to wonder if there would be bruises along his wrists. Or maybe they would heal. Ultimately, it didn't matter because this girl didn't have to release him.

She struck his right thigh, then his left calf. She danced around him, playing with him. At the same time, she used the crop, striking at different spots. Each time her implement whipped down, she left a mark along his flesh. Those shallow lines would disappear after just a few minutes, maybe a few hours at most. And yet, the pain still burned along his skin.

Then she came up to him and she slid her fingers along his balls. She squeezed, his eyes bulged, and he twitched with desperate desire. He had to escape!

He knew.

His strength would never be enough.

At that moment, he hoped and prayed for a miracle.

Did that qualify as arrogance?

At first, he tried to console himself and to believe it was only a matter of desperation, nothing more. He sucked in a breath, and he could feel the cool, dungeon air against the roof of his mouth and the back of his throat. Then she stepped back, and she struck again, going straight for his balls. The crop landed hard. It crashed down against his vulnerable part. Fresh pain exploded along his nerves, making his eyes water. He jerked away.

It didn't matter; his movements couldn't stop her. She adjusted her grip, checked her aim again, and delivered another burst of agony.

"I have been reading all about you," she said. "I have been learning. You want to know what I have figured out?"

Mateo didn't answer.

She struck again, and this time he howled out. He couldn't help himself. The pain stabbed through his body. It wrecked his defenses, leaving him naked, exposed, vulnerable and gasping.

That didn't stop her. She struck once, twice, three more times. She went for his balls with each blow. At the same time, she studied him. She watched as the fear played across his face. Yes, he had faced death on one battlefield after another in different nations. He had marched across the deserts, through swamps, and between the densely packed trees of nameless forests. He had confronted enemies, yet this waifish girl made him come close to begging.

Then the words spilled out onto his lips, "Please. Please, give me Your strength. Please, Lord. Please, give me the strength to endure this girl. I, I wish to serve. I wish to be the best warrior possible. Please, Lord. Please…" He was begging, panting from one breath to the next.

On and on it went.

Within a few seconds, he realized what was going on. She had stopped because she didn't wish to interrupt his prayers.

How long could he keep this up?

He whispered and mumbled those words. They weren't clear; they weren't sharp or defiant as they vibrated out onto the air.

Still, the words buzzed with spiritual energy. Despite this, He didn't offer any kind of support. There was no miracle at that moment. Mateo kept his eyes closed for those long seconds, and then he finally opened them.

Right as he did so, she seized the opportunity. She unleashed another barrage of pain. She struck, and that sickening, twisting burst of agony shot up his genitals. She toyed with him, squeezing him, playing with him, slapping and tormenting him.

She used that crop again and again. Then, when she decided to be merciful, she went for his shoulders, his biceps, his forearms, his flanks and then his eyes. Again and again, she swung down.

Pretty soon, she couldn't help herself.

She came forward and kissed him again, her lips hard against his mouth. At the same time, she rubbed herself on him. She had spread her legs, and now she pressed the difference between her legs against his thigh. She swept herself on him as she enjoyed the solidity of his body.

"I can take whatever I want from you," she whispered, gasping out those words.

He wished he could have argued. She pulled back for a moment.

In truth, he was supposed to be stronger. Men were supposed to lead; they were supposed to assert themselves in every sphere of life. Perhaps a woman might have been allowed to dictate the terms of the Houma, but that was her only domain. Even then, she ultimately had to submit to the will of her husband. That was the natural order of things. A girl was born, and she obeyed her father. Once he gave her to a worthwhile man, she had to follow his orders.

But this was a unique situation. That was why the general had crafted it in the first place. He was being tested by something new, something unexpected. He didn't have any way to prepare himself for this. The enemy would always try to surprise him, and now this girl did the exact same thing.

His breathing came in one frantic gasp after another, even as she reached up and put her hand on his throat. She squeezed, making it impossible for him to breathe. Her fingertips tightened against his windpipe, and then she dropped her hand down toward his cock. She massaged him, squeezing him. He hated this.

"Come for me," she chided him. "You know you want to. You know you have no choice. You can't defeat me, Mateo Marcos de la Cruz." She uttered his name like an incantation, teasing him and playing with him, even as she continued to squeeze. Her fingers cut off his air supply. He tried to gasp, to turn away, but this girl was surprisingly strong. More importantly, she had the right angle. She could apply leverage, and there was nothing he could do to stop her…

"Yield," she taunted him again. She had wrapped her fingers around his circumference. She moved her hand up and down. With one hand braced against his throat, she tormented him with her other hand. Her fingers darted and danced along his length, drawing those desires from deep within his core. They grew stronger and stronger! He didn't know how to fight back.

No, he told himself. Not again. He didn't want to surrender, not again. She had drawn out his worst instincts. She had forced him to harden. He remembered that throbbing, and even if the memories glowed like temptations at the back of his mind, he tried to cling to his resolve. He was a warrior. He had to endure her. He could do this.

She was nothing but a girl, a pretty girl!

She leaned forward, "You will break. You will break for me because I am in charge. It doesn't matter what happens beyond the boundaries of this cell. In this moment and in this place, you belong to me."

His lungs burned for air. Maybe he could suck in a few droplets of oxygen here or there, but she knew what she was doing. How? How could that be possible?

How could this girl have developed so many strategies for tormenting him?

Worse, she could read the fear playing across his handsome face.

Perhaps he had seen much in his travels, yet he still couldn't contend with this girl. She loved it! This wild, alien sense of power seemed to surge through her body.

"How long do you think I can keep you here?" Felicia asked her prisoner. "How long can I keep you as a plaything? Days? Weeks? Months or years?" She sang out the different possibilities. Finally, she tightened her grip against his throat, and she squeezed his cock. She fondled him, massaging harder and faster. "That's right! You're about to come for me. You can't help yourself, can you? No." She threw her head back and laughed. Freed from her uniform, she forced him to come.

His stoic defiance broke apart as his lips peeled back. With the edges of his teeth revealed, he cried out. She made him shout.

As his barbaric growl hit the air, she flashed a playfully wicked smile. He didn't have a weapon in hand. He didn't wear armor either. Instead, his masculine frame was on display, and so she smirked as she turned away.

"I'm going to break you again and again," she promised, unaware that another young woman had said similar words so very close.

Anno CCIV

"I'm going to break you again and again," she promised.

Felix lifted his head. Exhausted, he didn't know how many times she had drained him. Yes, she gave him food and water, yet it wasn't enough. She used her drugs, and she stimulated him.

Sometimes, he glanced down at the muscles along his chest and down toward his stomach. His thighs flexed, and he could see the pale skin glowing against the lamp light.

He was pale.

"How long have you kept me here?" Felix had to know.

Luna shrugged, "Months," she said. "Not yet a year."

Months?

He tried to think back to his old life. He had always eschewed every luxury; rather, he concentrated on his goals and those humble ambitions. Were they humble? Or had that been a lie? Had he been here for months? Had she lied to him again? Had she tricked him with her powders and other concoctions?

Those questions came, yet he couldn't craft any simple or easy answers. This was a man who had wrestled with the deepest, most twisted and convoluted questions any philosopher had conceived. He had contemplated existence in its myriad forms, yet he had to wonder that simple question about how much time had elapsed. She had drained him again and again.

It never got easier.

That still surprised him.

There were those moments when he would fall asleep, still trapped in his chains, only to wake up minutes or hours later, and he would keep his eyes closed. He wondered whether or not that beautiful girl with her pale features would be waiting for him when he opened his eyes. Of course, he wished he could simply hide in the darkness of his eyelids. He wanted to pretend he would never wake up.

Only then, there would be something else inevitably. Maybe she would stand, and he would hear her soft footfalls. Perhaps one of her boots would scrape against the stone floor, or some dust would grind beneath her heel, or she would accidentally kick a rock out of place.

In any case, one of the small details would jerk him back awake and remind him that he couldn't escape.

Even if he had managed to remain utterly silent and to pretend that he no longer existed, he was there as her prisoner. It would be her touch.

Her touch.

A soft caress. A gentle stroke. The heat of her fingertips radiating into his flesh. The stimulus would draw him on, reminding him that he couldn't hide.

At one point, he had done his absolute best to pretend. He didn't want to move; he hadn't wanted to react at all even as her fingers moved along his body. Inevitably, her hands went down between his thighs. She stroked his legs, his hips, his pubis, his stomach, and then his flanks. Her hands hadn't even made it down toward his cock, yet his shaft stiffened nonetheless.

Perhaps she had genuinely hoped to pretend to be dainty, like maybe he could convince her. Yet that was ridiculous. His heart continued to beat, and even if he held his breath, his body remained warm. Besides, she was a witch or a succubus. She wielded powers no woman was meant to understand.

It wasn't only the power that frightened him. In those darkest corners of his mind, he did his best to resist the fear. And yet, there was no escape, not really, not for him.

She could always touch him. She could always take him. She could stroke him and scratch him and punish him.

"Not again," he said, pleading.

"Why not?"

The question surprised him. He lifted his head and stared back at her. In the gloom of the lamplight, her soft and silvery features made him squirm. The monk tried to concentrate on what he had learned. Chakras. Wisdom. The mastery of mind and body and soul, heart and blood, truth. Different concepts flared in the meat of his corporeal form, yet she continued to draw him on. He couldn't attain spiritual enlightenment as her hands slid along the sides of his cock. Her fingers were straightened, and she rubbed him, making sure he stayed hard for her.

"I, I can't take it," he said.

"Oh," she flashed him a bright and vivid smile, "We both know that's not true. You are a young man. I could drain you for years, and there would be no stopping me. Years and years and years…"

"No…" Felix gasped out. "This, this isn't who I was supposed to be!"

"Why not? Because you’re special? Because you're a philosopher? Because you intended to understand the universe?"

As she rubbed him and sent those spasms of pleasure and anticipation running along his skin, Felix couldn't think clearly. He looked right into Luna's dark eyes as he called out the only possibility, "Yes!" Right as that word escaped his lips, he regretted it. He wished he could draw those sounds back into his body, only it was too late.

"Perhaps you should tell yourself your humors are out of balance," she said. "Maybe that is why you don't understand how the world works. Have you considered the possibility you might be mad?"

He bit down.

No. The truth had always been his one and only goal. It had been his priority above all else, and now he glared at her even as she leaned forward and rubbed him. Her fingers moved along his shaft as she smiled at him. Then she drew back.

"Perhaps we should try something else?"

"I will always resist you," he said. When he spoke, he did his best to sound solemn and sincere. He knew that this young woman would worry about him, to wonder if he would finally be able to resist. Maybe now, he would be able to fight back. At some point, he could discover that inner strength, and it might be enough to allow him to get away.

Maybe she was right; maybe he really had lost his grip on reality.

Almost immediately, his old uncertainty drove him forward again. He couldn't move, not with the chains around his wrists and ankles, yet he could still fight this witch. He could defeat the demoness, no matter what it took. He had been weak, but he could find inner strength. He could draw on the powers of the universe. He had met monks in far distant lands, and they had been able to control themselves.

Why couldn't he?

Maybe those men had obtained sexual continence by isolating themselves, just as Felix had once done. But he wasn't like them. He didn't hide himself in a monastery, nor could he push this woman away. She was right there in front of him, beautiful and dark and alluring, all at the same time. He didn't understand her. As most men had realized over the course of human history, the female sex would always be dangerous and mysterious. These boys would never be able to comprehend how their minds worked or how they viewed the world. Maybe men had achieved supremacy, but maybe that was just an illusion?

In his quest for truth, he had pushed away the fairer sex at every opportunity. He never talked to women. He had never even touched one, not until this beautiful girl had lured him deep into the depths of her dark cave.

"That's funny," she told him. "You think you can resist. You want it so badly. But even that is a lie, isn't it? Men are inherently honest, at least in one fashion," she said. That's when she reached back and brushed one finger along the underside of his cock. A shivering rush of desire flared through his body. It was primal, animalistic, and utterly undeniable. He sucked in a breath as he locked his teeth together, the cold air refreshing against the back of his throat. And yet, he still remained trapped.

"Lie to me," she instructed.

"I don't care what you make my body do," he snarled at her. "I hate this! I hate it because I am a man of intellect and spirit. I am not your plaything, and I will never give in!"

"The self-deception," she said with a chiding shake of her head. "I love it!" As she spoke, she leaned forward and started touching him again. She ran her hand along the length of his cock, sending fresh bursts of stimulation all along his frame.

Perhaps he had told the truth; maybe he really did hate this from an entirely intellectual perspective. If he had been allowed to make a clear and rational choice, then he could have turned away. Unfortunately, he wasn't just a mind; he couldn't draw logical lines from premise to conclusion, not when this beautiful girl stroked and caressed him. With every gentle movement of her hand, she showed this boy just how physical and animalistic he could be. His worst, most primitive instincts burned hot on the surface of his mind, incinerating every advanced notion and idea. All of his studies became utterly meaningless as she tormented him.

"You still don't know how long you've been here," she laughed. "But now, you are going to come for me." Then she snickered, "It's time!"

With her expert touch, she turned those words into an undeniable prophecy. She squeezed, working her palm along his length; she pinched the tip of his cock, and now he had no choice. The reflexes kicked in, and he lost control. His cock shuddered, his body shook. Trapped within those restraints, he lost control to that beautiful girl as she drained him again.

"This is what time means to you now," she whispered into his ear. "You don't need to worry about days or weeks or months or years. None of that is meaningful to you, not anymore. You are my property, and I can drain you again and again just like this. You can't fight me. You can't deny it. You are trapped."

"No," he said. "I am not trapped. You will not win."

"You're wrong," she said. "But that's okay. I have plenty of time to educate you, monk."

In the Year of Our Lord, 1204

It was the second day of the new year, but she hadn't expected to see anything remarkable as she headed down into the cells. She was thinking of Mateo, his firm body, and those vulnerable expressions on his face as she tormented him. Sometimes she used pleasure, sometimes she used pain, but she always adapted what she had learned from the book.

It was still back in her small room, hidden away in the corner, underneath her cot. Every few days, she discussed it with Isabella. She and her best friend dissected different possibilities. They imagined how he might react and what he might think of one touch or another.

But now she saw one of the doors open to a different cell. Immediately, Felicia imagined it would be one of her fellow sisters. Perhaps she would get to see a triumphant grin; maybe that girl indulged in an orgasm, so there would be this bright, effervescent grin on her face. Of course, they were supposed to maintain the same sense of sublime dignity wherever they went, especially because they were sisters and brides of Christ.

And yet, Felicia would still be able to see the glimmer of excitement on that other young woman's face. Down here, in these converted caves, they could bask in a new kind of power and a different type of reality. Up in the chapel or out in the fields or with the priests or the Sister Superior, Felicia and her kind had to be timid and humble and obedient. But down here, they could take control.

It felt like a new kind of addiction, a different kind of temptation, something unrelenting and unstoppable.

And she loved it!

Felicia couldn't help herself. She had wondered about all of this and what it might mean. There were those moments in the dark when she slipped her hand between her legs, and she explored her sex. No, she didn't have sex with this boy. Obviously, that would have violated her vow of chastity, but she could still enjoy that burst of pleasure just as she had compelled him to do over and over again. In the dark, she had always kept her teeth locked together, her lips sealed.

Instead of seeing another young woman step out, a man emerged.

Felicia froze. She didn't know what to do. Her thoughts turned to white snow, and she stared, almost as though he was some strange, exotic beast. Ridiculously, she had to wonder, How did he get down here?

Then she snapped back to reality as this naked man approached her. He bowed his head respectfully and climbed out of the tunnel and up into the sunlight.

A few seconds later, a dejected sister stepped after him. "I, I don't know what happened," she said, almost dumbfounded.

"He held out," Felicia uttered the words as though they tasted wrong. "Somehow, he was able to hold out, wasn't he?"

The girl nodded. She gulped, and her eyes watered.

Felicia knew she had to do something to comfort her sister. Yes, Mateo was waiting for her, yet that hardly mattered. Felicia brought the girl into a hug, and she stroked her hair. "It's okay. It's okay. You did your best. You tested that boy. You tested him, and he was found worthy. There's no dishonor here."

"But, but I should have been able to do it," the girl insisted.

"These men are determined to get out of here," Felicia reminded the other sister. "They're going to fight with everything they have. As long as you tested him, then you did the right thing." Even as she uttered those words, she wasn't sure what to think of all of this. How would she have felt if Mateo successfully completed his three days?

"I failed," the girl said again, inconsolable. She whimpered. She bawled. The sounds echoed down along the hallway, but Felicia just continued to stroke her hair.

After a few more minutes, the young woman pushed herself away. Her arms straightened, and her fingers tensed against the palms of her hands. "I must go and speak with the Sister Superior..."

"Would you like me to go with you?"

Right away, the other girl just shook her head, turned, and started walking.

Felicia didn't know exactly what to do.

Of course, Mateo waited for her. She could grab onto the crop; she could touch him and tease him. She could draw out his instincts. And yet, her appetite had been dampened by what she just witnessed. It wasn't going to get any better, especially when she heard a snickering voice, "That's going to be you," Angela said.

Felicia spun around. Her lips parted, she bared her teeth. She could feel the edges of her incisors slide along her bottom lip. She wanted to smack the other girl. Of course, that would have violated so many different rules of decorum, yet the urge was right there, hovering at the front of her mind nonetheless.

Inhaling slowly required all of Felicia's dedication.

"What are you talking about?" Felicia had to know it was foolish to respond, but she couldn't help herself.

"I'm talking about your failure," said the other girl. "You think you're special, don't you?"

"I still don't know what you're talking about," Felicia insisted.

Angela smirked and shook her head. There was that nasty glint in her eyes. At the same time, Felicia thought she heard something, a barely whispered, "Stupid, arrogant bitch."

This time Felicia didn't hesitate. She walked over to Mateo's cell, opened the door, and she carefully pulled it closed. Even as she stood there, the rancor radiated off of her.

Her captive lifted his head. Naked, he was soft between his legs, but that didn't last long. Locking her eyes on his member, she studied the way he twitched when she entered that small space.

"I'm going to make you come right now," Felicia said as she stomped across the tiny room. Suddenly she had her hands on his cock. He stiffened, and she already knew this would not be enough. She got down onto her knees, she leaned forward, and she wrapped her lips around his cock. She licked. She sucked.

Back in her small town, such activities were deemed to be inappropriate and utterly inappropriate for young ladies. And yet, she was doing this for this man, for this order, for her sisterhood. She wouldn't fail! She wouldn't yield, and she wouldn't allow him to escape.

His breathing came faster. Within seconds, he started panting.

Then she pulled away, and she stood up. She looked into his eyes. "What do you feel? What do you feel right now?"

"I, I…"

"Tell me," she demanded.

"Defiance," he managed to gasp out.

"So you are trapped in an illusion," she told him without really meaning it.

His eyes flashed with a mixture of hurt and anger. But then she leaned up on the tips of her toes, and she whispered to him, "I seem to have hurt your pride. Don't worry. I can make it up to you." She kissed the side of his neck, shoulder, his bicep, the spots right between his chest, and then she lowered herself back down onto her knees.

"Don't. No. Please, don't," he was begging.

"Are you pleading right now? Are you pleading because you know I'm in control, so I can do whatever I want with you?" Felicia asked. Her anger from before had dissipated, yet there was still that spark of heat deep within her chest, especially because there was something she intended to take from this man. She would drain him again, but she wouldn't use her hand. It would be soft and tender, fast and impossible to resist all at the same time.

She needed to know for sure.

Craving power, she fell to her knees once again. It was ironic, she thought. For many men, having a girl like her down on her knees would have been an amazing power fantasy. How many of the men out in the world yearned to feel like a sultan in some far-off kingdom? How many men ached for the chance to behave like some unstoppable Emperor or King with his harem of concubines?

Mateo gritted his teeth, and he stared straight ahead.

"I recognize that look," she said. "That's the look you get on your face when you think you can resist. Can you?"

"Yes!" He surprised her by trying to answer.

Only then she leaned forward, and she ran the tip of her tongue along the underside of his manhood. A shiver ran through his body. She pulled back, and she leaned forward again and wrapped her mouth around his shaft. If he had that her husband, she would have been nervous. After all, his pleasure and satisfaction would have been her top priority. But at that moment, she simply intended to spill his seed. She would force him to embrace his sexual subjugation because she was in charge. She could draw out that orgasm, and there was nothing he could do to fight her!

"Please. Please, I can't take this," he said.

"So you want me to stop?"

"Yes!" Mateo growled back at her. "Yes. By all that is holy, please, stop!"

She leaned back. She popped up onto her feet. She moved with a feminine grace that a warrior such as he could never match. And then her eyes shined, and she looked right at him. "I have stopped," she said. "But in a few seconds, I'm going to start up again. I’m going to suck slowly," she said. "I'm going to drive you wild before I use my hand to take exactly what I want."

"Please. Please, I am a warrior. I belong on the field of battle. I should be facing my enemies, not here!"

"Unless this is where God wants you," she said. "Perhaps you have a lesson to learn? Maybe you were never destined to be a warrior of the Alabaster Thorn."

"Heresy," he said.

"Heresy? Indeed?" Felicia taunted him. "Do you presume to speak for the Lord? Are you telling me that you already understand your place in the universe?"

"I have been called to serve," he insisted.

"Unless you can't do it because He didn’t make you strong enough," she said. "Maybe there is another fate that awaits you," she suggested.

"No. I don't, I don't believe it," Felix stuttered out. At the same time, his muscles flexed as he twisted to the left and right. He battled those restraints, yet he only had the chance of making them clatter and clank. He thrashed about, all while she watched. His stiffened cock bobbed and swung from side to side.

"And so how long might it take to convince you?" Felicia grinned as another thought occurred to her. "You know, some of my sisters are getting nervous. Officially, we are competing, but some of your comrades have already gotten out of here."

Mateo's head snapped back up, and he stared at her. "You're lying," he insisted.

"Is that what you believe?" Felicia teased him. "I could be, I suppose. That would be one way to torment you, wouldn't it? But then, I don't really need to try all that hard, not when I know exactly what you desire."

"I desire freedom. I desire the opportunity to serve," he promised. "I am a warrior, and I'm dedicated to my order. I will fight. I will obey the commands of my leaders, and I will fight with every breath, every drop of blood, every ounce of sweat. I will defeat our enemies!" And yet, this girl was right back on her knees in front of him, and she used one hand to brace his cock. With the other hand, she reached up, and her fingers lightly darted along his scrotum. She played with him and teased him, squeezing and caressing.

Those sensations shouldn't have been able to tear through his defenses. Back in the chapel, church, on his knees or while he wore his armor and carried a blade, Mateo believed he could confront any threat.

Even at that point, she could read his frustration. "You can't beat me, you don't know how to hold out. It's like a siege, only I can break through your walls whenever I like. Shall I show you?"

"No!"

He bucked and thrashed against his restraints, but she had easy access to his cock and balls. With his naked, muscled body on display before her, there was nothing he could do to stop this beautiful minx. She leaned forward like a temptress from some bygone era, and she wrapped her dampened lips around his cock. She sucked, hollowing her cheeks, working the tip of his shaft, bowing her head forward and taking him, inch by inch before she drew back, only to smile at him again.

He tried not to look down at her. He wished he could have stared off into the distance or shut his eyes. And yet, either reaction seemed to heighten her power over him. Those desires and urges, the sensations of hot and wet right there between his legs, only brought him closer and closer. He could feel that invisible line. She would shove him across it.

If they had wrestled, he could have thrown her to the ground within the span of just a few heartbeats. And yet, this wasn't a wrestling match. It wasn't anything close to a fair fight, so justice had become irrelevant.

That was the test, he knew.

Again and again, he tried to tell himself he could do this. He could hold out. He could go for three days without an orgasm.

Before he arrived at that convent, he had easily abstained. He had channeled all of those urges into his practice. He had learned to fight and sharpen his skills.

Somehow, none of that mattered.

She pulled back, used both of her hands on his cock, and massaged his member. She teased him, working him before pulling her hand away, for one, two, three seconds. Then she touched him again, rubbing him harder and faster.

He didn't surrender.

At least, he tried to tell himself that this was something uncontrollable.

Yet deep down, Mateo understood the truth. He was weak. That's why he enjoyed that rush of pleasure. Disgust or defiance could have roiled through his body, yet those reactions seemed to drown under the onslaught of pleasure. A torrent of desperate, eager need ripped him.

He grunted and groaned. The corners of his mouth rose up into a reflexive smile.

He came hard, splashing his load. From one spurt to the next, he lost himself until she had drained him completely. Now there was nothing left, yet his cock remained stiff.

"Try to hold out," she said. "We both know you won't be able to succeed."

Up close or from a distance, Felicia seemed perfectly innocent, dedicated, and faithful to the tenants of her order. And yet, she practically hummed with pleasure and satisfaction, especially when she went into the dining hall.

By the dictates of the sisterhood, all of the young women here were supposed to move around and interact with one another. Strictly speaking, cliques were not permitted. And yet, the Sister Superior didn't seem to actually care, so the clusters of young women invariably sat together.

There were different spots for different girls. It depended on their age, when they first arrived, the sharpness of their tongues, and their willingness to stand their ground when necessary.

Normally, Felicia and Isabella sat together. But today, Felicia sauntered through the dining hall, and then she sat right across from Angela.

Before her rival could sneer something, Felicia smirked. Then she burst out with a quick rush of laughter. Such displays of mirth were generally frowned upon, especially because these young women were supposed to contemplate the mysteries of dedication, denial, service, and more, all in His name.

Angela started to say something, only Felicia cut her off with a question, "Do know what just happened?"

Angela glanced back at her friends as she searched for some kind of support. Obviously, Angela and her friends didn't know how to handle this kind of arrogance or brash certainty, especially when it came from someone younger like Felicia. The blonde girl seated before them was supposed to be cowering, yet she had sat down with the bold determination of someone much older, more experienced, and capable.

"I'll tell you," Felicia said, lowering her voice.

Again, Angela tried to interject something, only Felicia wouldn't be deterred. "I just came away from the cell. I'm tormenting a boy, and I'm showing him again and again how little control he has over his cock and balls." She very carefully whispered those last three words, especially because such topics were supposed to be forbidden for these women.

"So what?"

"I know what I'm doing," Felicia stated emphatically. She put her hands on her hips and she leaned forward slightly. Aggression radiated off of her as she glared at this other girl. "I don't know what kind of problem you have with me, but I can learn to control him."

"It's not going to work," Angela said. "It doesn't matter if you think you're special. You're not. There's no way you're going to hold him for seven years."

Felicia needed to answer; that much was obvious, but the confusion played across her face, and she didn't know what to say. Different responses popped into her head, but she didn't let any of them pass her lips.

"What? Did you think you could hold him? Did you think you could keep him here long enough? No one has ever been able to cling to that tradition, it's definitely not going to be you." Angela's voice dripped with condescension and disbelief.

At this point, Felicia pushed herself back from the bench and she jumped to her feet. It was late, and she needed to eat, but she wished she could flee from the dining hall. Instead, she glanced back over at Isabella.

Felicia rushed over to her friend; she sat down, and she pushed her hands against the rough tabletop.

"What was that about?" Isabella asked.

"I don't know…" Felicia's voice drifted off as she contemplated that weirdly cryptic comment.

Seven years? Why would seven years matter?

She ran the tip of her tongue along the edges of her molars. She contemplated that question again and again as though she might be able to formulate some kind of response. Another sister brought them their food, and they ate. As she took one bite after another, she didn't really taste it. She didn't notice the texture either. Everything seemed far away.

Finally, Felicia glanced over at her friend, "Have you heard anything about seven years?"

"No," Isabella said. "Does that have anything to do with what you just said to Angela?"

"No," Felicia replied. "It's something she told me."


Chapter 6: Illusions in the Dark

In the Year of Our Lord, 1204

Several months went by. Day by day, Felicia concentrated on her boy and the book. By now, it felt as though she had memorized each and every page. Some of them she understood, others she didn't. It didn't matter, however. She had to do this. At the same time, she adapted to having that new calendar in the back of her head.

Before the initiates arrived, Felicia hadn't paid much attention to the days or weeks or months. The seasons had drifted by, largely meaningless. Yes, there were questions of how cold or hot it might get, but that was all.

Now she made him climax over and over again. She used her crop, and she touched him. Sometimes she played with him, using her mouth or rubbing her breasts along his chest. At other points, she simply used her hands. There were those moments when she looked into his eyes and taunted him, "I can make you come with just one hand, can't I?"

When she uttered those words, he always tried to deny it. He fought so hard to build up some kind of defense. He needed to control his body, to retain the balance he had possessed when he first arrived.

Felicia did not give him the chance, however. She continued to play with him, learning, day by day exactly what his body craved.

Or maybe it was something else. At one point, she taunted him by suggesting, "Perhaps you'll get used to this. Perhaps you will crave it the way some men need wine."

"I'm no inebriate!" he had practically shouted back.

By now, many of the other cells were empty. The men within had learned to control themselves. The sisters who had tormented them faced the disappointment of knowing that they would return to their old lives. Devotion, obedience, dedication and service would be all they had to fill their days. They lost the distractions of these powerful, male forms.

Not Felicia.

She often thought about the timing.

There were those moments when she went down into his cell, and she touched him or stroked him, but he managed to hold out. Her hand got tired, or she recognized that he was especially strong at that moment. Instead of worrying about it, however, she had learned to retreat, to give him some time to recover. A few more hours, maybe a day or two at the absolute most, and she would return. His eyes would glide along the curves of her blonde hair, her pale skin, her red lips…

And she would see his cock twitch. Just like that, she would understand that this boy was ready to be drained all over again. He would deny it, of course. He might try to fight with everything he possessed, yet it wouldn't be enough, not when he had to face a girl like Felicia.

"I'm back," she sometimes told him. That's when she would slide forward and touch him. She would run her hands along the sides of his thighs, up to his buttocks. She would tease him and torment him, drawing out those urges. As the desires spun hot through his body, she would continue to play with him.

Then there were those moments when he actually ached for it. She would come into his cell, and she would find his cock already stiff.

"What's wrong? Do you hunger for me? And do you thirst for my touch?" Felicia often asked her prisoner.

The bound man usually stayed silent. Once or twice, he shot back, "No!"

"A man who aspires to be a knight, and perhaps even a lord of his own dominion shouldn't tell lies. Seek the nobility of spirit, dear warrior." She uttered those words with a straight face, right until that moment when she cracked a smile, and the curves of her lips enticed him. Obviously, a man like Mateo Marcos de la Cruz didn't wish to admit it. She was just a girl. At worst, she could be a temptation, but that was the entire point of these trials. He was testing himself. If he really wished to be a warrior worthy of the Alabaster Thorn, then he needed to learn control. He needed to master a new level of discipline.

When she taunted him, she often continued, "Simply tell the truth. Tell me how much you want this."

"No. Never," he had promised.

Then there were those days when she touched him, and teased him, bringing him to the edge of an orgasm. There was that moment when she could look into his eyes and see the desperation glowing bright along his pupils. He was so eager, so hungry, so desperate for this and so much more. Sometimes she squeezed his balls. Sometimes she scratched at his chest. And sometimes she just turned around and walked away.

The first time that happened, his eyes had grown wide as he stared after her. Moment by moment, he expected that young woman to stop and turn around. Perhaps she would have flashed him a coquettish smile.

Instead, she disappeared back into the dark of the hallway.

Yes, she could leave him there. It was her prerogative.

The first time that happened, Mateo had tried so hard to console himself. Trapped in the shackles and abandoned to his thoughts, he had no choice but to contemplate the truth. Hour by hour and day by day, he wished for his weapons. When he confronted enemies, it was always so much easier. He didn't know how to contend with this beautiful girl.

More and more, that was how he saw her.

She was beautiful. She was alluring. Thoughts of that girl drew him in. The shape of her face and the curve of her lips shouldn't have enticed him like this, yet his thoughts returned to her more and more. Was it a lack of stimulation? In that cell, he could only stare forward or to his left or right, up or down. The floor did not provide anything useful, and he didn't want to contemplate what she had in her trunk. So he kept thinking about her. He thought of her hair, her lips, the contours of her neck, the curves of her shoulders, and the shape of her breasts. She was beautiful. In some ways, he knew he was a lucky man.

Whenever that thought crossed his mind, he snorted. No, he wasn't lucky. He only ended up here because he wished to join one of the most exclusive military orders in all of Christendom. And that wouldn't happen as long as he allowed himself to entertain these thoughts.

But he didn't know how to push them away, especially when everything else seemed somehow illusory. Yes, he could remember the battles, the aches, the steps of pain, the caches, the feel of blood beneath his boots, the sounds of men shouting and grunting and screaming, the clang of metal…All of those details remained lodged behind his eyes, yet that girl changed everything for him whenever she entered his small cell.

Worse, he began to wonder if the outside world was real at all…

No. That was ridiculous, of course. He had his memories, and he could rely on them. And yet, he wondered about the nature of truth and its relationship to his recollections. How long would he spend in that cell? For how long would he have to wear the shackles? In theory, it was his choice. If he looked into that beautiful girl's eyes, he could have told her that he wanted out. He could have surrendered and forfeited his position as a warrior.

No. He wouldn't do that. He would not yield to his worst instincts. He was a warrior, and he believed in his own sense of honor, his dedication and determination.

But now she came into his cell, and she touched him again. She moved her hand along his cock, and then she stepped back. As Felicia studied him, she decided to ask a question, "Why are you putting yourself through this?"

If it had been funnier, maybe he would have laughed, yet he still saw the irony. His own doubts had seeped into his consciousness, yet this girl seemed to read him with ease. Was something like that possible? Worse, how had he allowed himself to see her as anything other than an obstacle?

That was a part of fighting and strategy. Kings and emperors and generals all had to understand that hard truth: when it came to battle, they needed to simplify the world around them. What were their goals? What were their objectives? With this in mind, Mateo knew he needed to view that girl as an enemy. Nothing else.

And now she came up to him, and she touched him. She stroked him and whispered into his ear, "Another truth about you. I know how badly you want this. There's a reason why you are still here. There's a reason why you haven't been able to hold out. You can't control yourself, because you don't want to control yourself."

"That's not true," he said.

She drew her hand back. She only allowed him to complete seconds of freedom before she wrapped her digits around his member again. He was stiff, and that now-familiar heat and grip summoned fresh pulses of desire and need throughout his body. His toes tensed and pushed down against the stone floor. His chest seemed to tighten, and his heart was kicking wildly behind the bars of his rib cage. Again and again, he jerked against his restraints. Inevitably, he failed to break free. He could have worked at those shackles for centuries or millennia, and nothing would have changed, and she knew it.

That's why she squeezed, and she forced him to climax.

His cock pulsated all over again, and that's when she grinned, "Tell me what seven years means."

He opened his mouth, and he wanted to answer, but he refused. He wouldn't tell her. He would hold onto that secret, especially if she didn't know.

He dripped down. "I, I don't know what you're talking about," he said.

Felicia seemed to consider him for several long seconds. Then she turned around, and she walked away, closing the door behind her.

For just a moment, Mateo lifted his head and he peered out into the corridor. Yes, the rest of the world was real. Even if he only saw the hallway for a moment before the door shut again, he hardened his resolve. She had drained him this time, but he only had to win for three days. Just three days. He could do it.

And yet, a tiny voice of doubt continued to niggle at the back of his mind, even as he heard those whispered thoughts, That girl can take whatever she likes...and I can't stop her.

Anno CCIV

The dark-haired beauty returned, only he glared at her. He had a leather gag in his mouth and she came up to him. She licked the side of his right shoulder. Then she stroked his neck. Her fingertips ran down along his skin, sending shivers of desire racing through his body.

The monk resisted.

Felix didn't allow himself to stiffen this time.

That seemed like a small victory, only then she took it away from him. She reached down, and she stroked the underside of his cock with just the tip of one pinky. She played with him, gliding her digit along his shaft until his urges stirred deep within his chest.

"You have studied Aristotle, have you not?"

The question surprised him. He nodded.

"Convince me to let you go," she said. That's when she reached up and touched the gag lodged between his teeth. She started to pull it free. Then she seemed to change her mind. Finally, she did remove it. She had been teasing him, making wonder whether or not she would actually give him the opportunity to speak.

Yes, Felix had been aware of it, the hermits and priests, and shamans who took their vows of silence. Although Felix had considered this possibility, he had decided that human time was the best way to communicate. Yes, it may have been limited. There were flaws in speech, yet this provided him the best opportunity to learn about the world.

He never imagined a waifish girl like Luna could take that away from him whenever she wished. Small and petite, she looked like the kind of girl who needed to be scared of walking out on the street at night. If a powerful man grabbed her, there was nothing she could do about it; or rather, that was how she appeared.

In truth, she had successfully kept him there for months. It had been months. Correct? Not years? It might have been years…

He peeled back his lips and inhaled. He growled like an animal, yet those sounds relieved something deep within his chest or down within his gut. At his center, he wanted to smash something. He wanted to break open that cave and run free. He didn't care if he had to live like a beast. The urges were there. Fight. Hunt.

"I asked you a question, Felix," she said, lifting her hand and bracing her palm against the base of his throat.

Her imprisoned monk narrowed his eyes and glowered at her. His cheeks remained smooth because she shaved him every night. At first, he had tried to use that to count off the days. At some point, he had lost track. It was impossible, especially when she had tormented him with different numbers. "You have been here for six nights," she might say to him at one point. "You have been here for five nights," she might tell him two days later. Inevitably, he had lost count, and now he had given up. The information had been corrupted, the wisdom lost. Yes, she had her book, and she probably tracked exactly how long he had been imprisoned here, yet a girl like Luna had no incentive to share such wisdom with him, especially when she liked having him disoriented and confused.

Was her question a part of this game? Was that why she had asked?

"Convince me to let you go?" Felix repeated her instructions as though he didn't understand.

"If you have studied Aristotle to any degree, I'm sure you have considered his rhetoric. Tell me. How would that sharp wit and incredible mind convince me to let you go?"

His eyes narrowed, his brows creased, and his lips hardened. All at once, he stared at her as he tried to figure out what she was doing. "You are toying with me," he said.

"I am," Luna conceded. "And yet, are you sure you don't want to take advantage of this opportunity?" Her eyes sparkled with mischievous delight. She reached up and touched a finger to his forehead. Then she drew her nail down along the ridge of his nose and to his bottom lip. She just barely scratched him, yet the sensations seemed to buzz and tingle along his flesh.

More. The craving was right there, lurking just beneath the surface of his flesh. He could feel it in his muscles, tingling in his skin, and darting through his veins along with every drop of blood he possessed.

"What's wrong? Are you confused? Are you disoriented? Do your desires as a man make it harder for you to think?"

"Yes!"

"I have never had that problem," she told him. "Does that mean I'm a better philosopher?"

"Women cannot be philosophers," he insisted.

"And yet, I am the one who has challenged you, and now you equivocate because you are scared."

"I'm not scared!"

"Then prove to me that I should release you."

Frantic, Felix huffed and puffed from one breath to the next. He couldn't see his reflection, yet the heat played along his cheeks, making him think that his face had turned a shade of red. Perhaps she could see this in the lamplight. Perhaps not. Either way, he felt his nostrils twitch. "Fine."

"Go on," she teased him. "I'm waiting."

"What? You have something else you need to do?" Felix asked with the bite of sarcasm.

"I could always drain you again," she said. "Would you like that? Would you like to come in my hand all over again?"

"No," he said faster and sharper than he intended. There was a note of desperation in his voice. He couldn't tell whether or not it came from his yearning to maintain control or something else. Perhaps he hoped that he might be able to provoke her and she would touch him again…

No, that couldn’t be it. He wouldn't allow that to be what happened to him. Not here. Not again.

"Fine," he told her. "I will use philosophy to convince you."

"Philosophy or sophistry?"

"You know the difference…" Felix said without bothering to hide the surprise in his voice.

"According to these supposedly great thinkers, philosophy is a level of genuine wisdom. It is the pursuit of truth," she said as though visiting a symposium. "Sophistry is more a question of persuasion. It might appear to be truthful, but a Sophist is only really interested in success. Right now, you can be whichever you prefer," she told him, making it sound like a great concession on her part. "Hunt for wisdom or simply try to convince me. Either way, you should do your best, especially because I might get bored and simply decide to play with this." The corners of her eyes crinkled with amusement as she grabbed his cock again. She gently tugged on it but it was enough to keep him stiff. As the blood flowed through his body, Felix sucked in a breath.

He tried to fight it, to hold out, to ignore those urges. And yet, they continued to simmer deep at the center of his body. Those urges flared out into his arms and legs. He could feel it at the tips of his toes and fingers.

Finally, he drew an another breath, and now he controlled himself as best he could. "You have a moral and ethical obligation to release me," he insisted.

"And ethical obligation? From what I understand, that means you think there is something faulty with my character. You are worried about how I will be perceived by those around me." But then she leaned forward, and he couldn't see her face, especially since he refused to turn his head. Her breath was warm against his ear, "You call me a witch and a succubus. You think I drain you for my spells."

"Don't you?" Felix asked, his voice stuttering out onto the air.

"Maybe," she said, pulling back and grinning at him. He saw the edges of her teeth again. It felt like she might bite him at any moment. She could do it, of course. She could take whatever she liked.

There was no way for him to stop her…

"Fine," he gasped out. "It isn't a matter of ethics or morals. But it is a question of justice."

"Go on," she said. That's when she kneeled beside him. Almost absentmindedly, she grazed her nail up and down along his calf, to the back of his knee, and along his thigh. It was a soft, playful, and truly intimate gesture on her part. It illustrated to Felix once again what this girl could do.

Whether he liked it or not, Luna had complete power over him.

"Justice is a matter of the order of the universe. As Plato said, there is a form for every concept. When we are at our best, we are as close as we can become to justice. We should act justly. We do that which is right."

"Keep going," she encouraged him.

"You're keeping me here against my will."

"Why do you think I have you?"

"What?" Felix asked.

"Doesn't this presuppose that I am only holding you here for my own amusement?"

"Aren't you?" The monk must've realized that this was a foolish question, only he couldn't take it back once those syllables hit the air. "I can see how you are playing with me," he told her. "I know that you're enjoying this."

"Perhaps," she said. "Or maybe I just want to play with you. Maybe I'm thinking about gagging you and forcing you to give me another one of your orgasms right now."

That's when she stood up in front of him. He may be taller, yet she still exuded authority and control because she was in charge. No matter what he did or said, she would be the one who made every decision.

"Think about it," she told him. "Think about it and come up with a better argument. Maybe if you can do your best, I will let you go."

"You are toying with me," he insisted.

"And perhaps it can be two things at once," she said.

Felix opened his mouth. He had failed; that much was obvious, but now he wanted to try something else. Maybe it was foolish, but he wished he could threaten her. He wanted to snarl, to thrash about in his shackles, demand his freedom, show this group what would happen if she failed to comply. Even then, if he broke free, he would take his revenge. That want made his cock stiffen even more. He imagined the different possibilities. Even if they went against everything he wished to believe, it didn't matter.

Right as he opened his mouth, she shoved the gag back between his teeth. She tied it into place, moving quickly and deftly. With the knot secured near the base of his neck, she patted his cheek and dropped her hands back down to his cock. "Maybe this is justice," she said. "Have you considered that possibility? Have you examined your sins, monk?"

He didn't know what she meant, yet it hardly mattered since he couldn't respond. For just a second, he closed his eyes, and he contemplated the wise men he had consulted. They discussed and dissected the questions of beauty, knowledge, morality, and more. Despite all of this, his search for enlightenment had somehow brought him to this cave, and now this beautiful girl touched him, and stroked him. She played with him, moving the palms of her hands up and down along the sides of his cock. She stimulated him, and suddenly he was right there on the edge of another orgasm.

She didn't stop. She forced him to climax. She made this boy yield to her touch all over again. The pleasure exploded through his frame, he arched his back and shoved his shoulder blades against the rough wall.

Within seconds, he collapsed. With his arms trapped above his head, he dropped to his knees, and he closed his eyes, having been defeated again.

"Don't worry," she whispered into his ear, "I will give you another chance at some point."

In the Year of Our Lord, 1204

Seven years.

Those two words intrigued her. They made her wonder exactly what all of this might mean.

Granted, one of the most likely answers had to be Angela's spite. She had been annoyed by Felicia's success, and so she said something. It didn't have to mean anything. It didn't have to be an actual possibility, yet she had uttered those two words, and now the curiosity burrowed its way into Felicia's thoughts.

Several more weeks had gone by.

It was almost the end of the year, and she couldn't help but smile at that prospect, especially because several more of the boys had been able to overcome their desires. She didn't get to witness it each time it happened, but she could hear the quiet stretch down the corridor. Just as importantly, she knew how to read the disappointed expressions on some of her sisters' faces. At the same time, she noticed some angry glances from some of the other girls.

They were annoyed with her.

That much was obvious. She was one of the youngest members of the sisterhood, and yet she had managed to keep that boy climaxing at least once every three days? How could something like that happen?

It was the book, Felicia knew.

It had educated her, teaching her all she needed to know. At this point, she had practically memorized each page, yet she constantly returned to that tome. Each time she sat down and held it on her lap, she contemplated the different pages, the drawings, and those words. Maybe she didn't understand the text, yet it hardly mattered.

Of course, there were possibilities in that book, things she wished she could try…

And yet, she kept coming back to that same question.

Seven years. What did it mean?

Why would Angela have said something like that?

She nibbled on the inside of her mouth and contemplated that question. She even considered praying over it, although she refused, thinking this was a base idea, one that would have dishonored her before God.

For as long as she could stand it, she tried to eavesdrop on the other conversations taking place around her. She needed to know! Isabella couldn't tell her anything, and she didn't dare sneak into the library again. So instead, she had to try something else.

On one night, when she couldn't sleep, she had been staring up into the darkness of her ceiling, and she contemplated another possibility. When the idea jumped into her head, she had started snickering. Really? Was she that desperate?

Yes.

And that's why she decided to do it.

She refused to think about how this might go wrong or what the consequences could be.

The Sister Superior maintained a small office on the second floor of the convent. It was little more than a writing desk, a couple of ink wells, and several quills. Three or four books lined a narrow shelf, but Felicia made her way up and over to the Sister Superior's private space. Normally, none of the younger girls came up unless they had been specifically ordered to do so.

Her mouth dried out, and her throat tightened. At the same time, each step made her wonder exactly what this all meant. Yet she told herself she could continue to simply have fun. Did she really need to know? Plus, there was that other concern. What if it had just been some silly taunt, which meant nothing at all? That seemed like the most likely outcome, but Felicia still wanted to know!

Felicia didn't know how much credibility she really had with the Sister Superior. The leader of their order was an older woman, someone wrinkled and yet very solid. In some ways, she reminded many of the younger sisters of some ancient Valkyrie from Nordic mythology.

Tentatively, Felicia knocked on the door.

"What?"

"It's me," she said. "Felicia."

"And why are you here?"

In that moment, the Sister Superior probably expected to hear something about how Felicia had incurred the wrath of one of the older women. She had failed in her duties or perhaps allowed something to slip. And now she required punishment and discipline.

"I have a question," Felicia said.

"It can't wait until we meet in the chapel?"

"I'm sorry, but it's not that kind of question," Felicia confessed.

"Then what kind of question is it?"

This was it. She had to be honest. She had to tell the truth. If she didn't, she wouldn't be able to learn what those words meant.

Felicia sucked in a slow breath, and then she tightened her fingers into fists. She kept her hands at her sides, and she closed her eyes until she looked back up at the Sister Superior.

"I, I heard something about the trials."

"Yes," said the other woman. She leaned back slightly. "How are you doing with him? You are training and taming Mateo Marcos de la Cruz." Felicia answered with a nervous tip of her head.

"What is he like?"

"Like?"

"How has it been? This is quite an honor for you, don't you think? It seems that I was right in picking you. You have been able to hold onto him for quite some time."

"I do my duty," Felicia said.

"That's the appropriate answer," said the Sister Superior. "And yet...that's not what brings you here to my chambers, is it?"

"No," Felicia answered with a quick shake of her head. Again and again, the urge to turn and run shot bright through her mind. This woman was always so intimidating, always so frightening. Yes, she was close to Him, but she also took her duties seriously. She understood the need for discipline, especially when it came to the sisters within this nunnery. Many of them didn't really want to be here. Girls had tried to flee before, but they were always brought back. And of course, the Sister Superior couldn't allow that to happen.

Felicia had never tried to run, especially now, not when there was a prisoner waiting for her down in the catacombs. In fact, she had this challenge that went beyond the normal questions of contemplation and duty.

"What brings you here, my dear?"

Felicia puffed out her cheeks, "I, I overheard something, and I wanted to know what it meant."

"Curiosity," the Sister Superior said. "That can be a dangerous path."

"I understand," Felicia replied. "But, but I thought this might be important."

"So what did you hear?"

"Just a phrase," Felicia said. "Seven years. I, I was wondering what it means?"

"You shouldn't worry about that. It's not wise to get your hopes up, especially when it comes to these men."

"Get my hopes up?"

"Put the thought out of your mind, dear child," said the woman.

"But…" Felicia tensed her lips and swallowed back her trepidation. Every instinct in her body told her to spin around, rush out of that chamber, and make her way back down to the first floor where she belonged. Better yet, she could go find Mateo once again. With her boy bound to the wall, she could touch and tease him. In this small space, she felt helpless and powerless. But down there, she could do whatever she wished. She could make him climax again and again, reinforcing his captivity.

As much as those fantasies sang out to her, Felicia stopped herself and stayed right there before she braced her weight against her heels as she forced herself to take a breath and try again. This means something. I have to understand.

"I simply wish to understand," Felicia said. In spite of the urge to spin around and run away, she maintained her position. She stood there with her back straight, her chin raised slightly.

"Understanding is sometimes a very bad idea. Remember, hope can be addictive. This is something most boys need to understand."

"Please?" Felicia leaned forward slightly. She hardened her lips, and she stared at the Sister. For several long seconds, perhaps even half a minute, the older woman watched her as well. Moment by moment, it required all of Felicia self-control to hold her spot and refuse to budge.

Finally, the older woman exhaled slowly. She turned away. "It's an old tradition."

Felicia didn't say anything; rather, she let the silence spread out between them.

The Sister Superior continued, "It's an old tradition, and it has never been in force more than once or twice every few decades. Even then, those are just rumors. I haven't checked the records myself."

With every kick of her heart, Felicia wanted to understand what this old tradition entailed. And yet, she stayed silent. She didn't speak, she didn't make a sound, nor did she utter a word.

"Yes, if one of the temptresses can keep a boy down in the dungeon for a full seven years, he is obliged to marry her."

"But we are sisters," Felicia said. This time, she couldn't control herself. In spite of her best effort, she couldn't hold her tongue back.

The Sister Superior didn't seem to mind. Instead, she flashed a wistful smile and said, "We are. We have made our Vallas, but there are always exceptions, and the Lord works in mysterious ways. It's impossible to know His will without prayer and dedication. But this is a possibility."

Felicia didn't say anything. She schooled her lips and she kept her eyes aimed down toward the floor. At the same time, she could feel the different concepts spin and twirl and churn between her ears. "I understand. Thank you for the enlightenment," she said. "With your permission, may I go?"

With a gentle smile, the Sister Superior cautioned her, "I know you want to run off now. You have this idea in your head, and you think it might represent something different for you. It can't, and it won't, and it doesn't. Your life hasn't changed, Felicia. You have been called to perform an important task, and I am impressed by your skill and your dedication. You keep that boy stressed. You test him. And through your tests, he will become a better warrior because of your help. You should be proud of that."

"Yes. Thank you," Felicia said. Some of her old instincts came back, and she was tempted to dip down with a courtly bow.

Grateful for what she had learned, Felicia rushed out of that small chamber and she made her way back down onto the first floor. Once there, she didn't know where to go. At that moment, she didn't have any assigned chores or duties. In theory, she was supposed to spend this time contemplating her place in the universe, and her relationship with the Lord, and yet…

What did she want? What was she going to do with this? Were there any possibilities? Did this open up her future?

Felicia nibbled on the inside of her mouth.

When she had first been told of her future at the convent, the reality had seemed harsh and inescapable. No, she wouldn't be able to make her own decisions. No, her opinion didn't matter. Her family had made this choice for her.

On some level, Felicia had always recognized the simple truth that her father would make the most important decisions for her. Once she was married, her husband would then become her lord and master. She would be obliged by her wedding vows to obey him.

And yet…

This was new. This was something different. Maybe she could actually make her own choice?

Felicia paused. She had found herself wandering through the convent as she crept from one empty hallway to the next. Eventually, she made her choice, and she snuck back into the chapel.

She wasn't surprised to find Isabella there, seated in one of the back rows. She had her hands on her lap, her fingers interlaced. It was a time of quiet contemplation for her, but now Felicia grabbed the other girl by her shoulder and gently pinched, "We need to talk. Now."

Isabella glanced up, a look of confusion splashing across her face. But after another couple of moments, she shrugged. This kind of intensity rarely entered her day, so she hopped up and followed her compatriot back out into the hallway.

Once there, Felicia glanced to her left, then her right. She couldn't believe it.

Right as she was about to say something, Angela approached. Yes, she was traveling with two of her best friends.

Surprisingly, the vicious blonde cocked her head to the side and snorted. That was one of her friends who growled underneath her breath, "Look at that brat. She thinks she so special. Just because she has been able to trap a boy for a little while."

"You're not special," said another one of the girls.

Felicia didn't answer. Instead, she bit down on the inside of her mouth, and held her tongue in place, especially because she now knew the truth. She understood what "seven years" actually meant! Refusing to let the other girls understand just what kind of treasure she now possessed, Felicia remained silent.

The others passed, and now Felicia was alone with her best friend once again.

"What is it? What's going on?" Isabella needed to know.

"I think I might be able to get out of here," Felicia uttered the words. They sounded strange. They tasted unusual. There was this faint flavor of hope.

Of course, she understood the importance of serving her order. She had made her vows, and she couldn't run away. Or at least, that had not been a possibility...until now.

"What?" Isabella demanded in a harsh whisper.

"It's something Angela told me. Seven years. If I can keep my initiate in his cage for seven years, then he is required to marry me. I could leave here. I could be his wife."

"Seven years…" Isabella repeated the words as though she needed to voice them to understand them. Otherwise, the different ideas didn't make any sense, especially when placed together.

"It's almost been a year already," Felicia said. At the same time, she could feel that spark of hope deep within her chest. It didn't matter what she had already learned or what she had been told. Maybe she could do this. If she could, it might change everything!

"But you're talking about a lot longer than that," Isabella pointed out.

"I know."

"Do you?" asked the older girl. "Do you really? Just as importantly, does it even matter?"

"What, what are you saying?" Felicia had to ask.

"Really stop and think about this. Think about what it might mean for you."

Felicia didn't say anything. Her lips parted, and she opened her mouth, and she wanted to have the words right there at the back of her throat, yet she couldn't decide what she should do or say. It seemed impossible, like a choice no one could possibly make.

"What would you do?" Felicia finally asked.

Isabella pressed her lips together, and she slowly shook her head. "You know, I don't think it matters what I would do. I'm testing this boy. I'm not being tested myself."

Felicia still didn't know what to say.

"I should get back to my prayers and contemplation," Isabella said. She turned away, and she was about to start walking, only something stopped her. She spun back, grabbed her friend and pulled her into a close embrace. She squeezed Felicia hard, and the younger girl could feel the tears gather at the corners of her eyes.

"Whatever you do, it will be the right choice for you," Isabella said. Then she turned and she went back into the chapel, leaving Felicia there alone.

Anno CCV

He lost more time, probably weeks or months. She fed him and gave him water. Sometimes, she dosed him, and then his grasp of time disappeared altogether. It felt vaguely like that first night when she had blown something into his face. He had inhaled the powder, and it compelled him to obey her. She had been able to manipulate him, taking him wherever she wished for him to go. By the powers of her chemical concoctions, she had turned him into little more than a puppet.

Felix tried to understand how this could be possible. At one point or another, he tried to think of his understanding of the botanical arts. He had encountered hermits and other natural philosophers who focused on the world of plants.

In truth, Felix had never paid much attention to those lectures and discussions. He had always been far more fascinated by the subjective and ephemeral qualities of life. Yes, scholars like Pythagoras might be intrigued by mathematical relationships, yet Felix craved something else.

But now she pulled the gag from his mouth, and her eyes twinkled with amusement.

He could already guess what she had in mind, and part of him wanted to lock his teeth together and to resist. He could fight back with simple silence. And yet, if he did that, she might simply force another orgasm and walk away. It had happened before. At one point, he thought he would defy her, only she touched and manipulated him, stroking and teasing his shaft until he couldn't help himself. Within the span of five minutes, she forced him to orgasm.

It wasn't just the pleasure that coursed through his body. Shame and frustration also burned hot through his frame.

"What do you want? What do you want from me?"

"Your seed," she said, her eyes twinkling.

He understood the concept. He had met many villagers, especially men who had talked about the power of the succubus. These were the night demons, beautiful and lithe creatures who could sneak into a man's room at night, come into his bed, teasing and tormenting him with different possibilities until she got what she desired.

At the time, Felix had truly believed those men were drunkards in search of an easy explanation for what had happened to them. Perhaps they had fallen in love and decided to have sex with another girl from their village.

And yet, now he tugged against his chains, and he was reminded once again of this girl.

"No," he said with a shake of his head. "It is something else. It has to be something else."

"Oh? And what makes you so sure, dear monk?" It sounded like she was on the verge of laughing at him.

"You are sick," he told her. "You have to be. But if you release me, maybe we can find a wise man to help you. There must be a healer somewhere out in the Empire who knows how to fix you."

She stared at him intently. She studied him, and he thought her eyes started to shine. But then she threw her head back, and she laughed. The sound vibrated against the air and bounced off of the walls of the cave. A few seconds later, she did wipe her eyes, and she dabbed at those tears. "Oh, you boys and your imaginations," she said with a shake of her head. "You might be right. Maybe this is about more than simply owning you. And I enjoy myself. There is something very pleasurable about hearing you beg."

Felix sucked in a breath; instinctively, he wanted to tell her that he had never begged. But, of course, that wasn't true. As another dose of shame pulsed through his body, he tried again, "What do you want? Tell me!"

"Power," she said. "I want power over you. I want to drain you again and again, whenever I want. I want to know that you will always be here waiting for me, no matter how much you hate it. I want to show you what pleasure can do to you. I want to hear you beg for it because you can't help yourself. I want you to know that you were wrong. You were always wrong, and I'm going to wash away your mistakes."

"Never," he growled back through gritted teeth.

"Maybe you need an orgasm. Right now," she said.

He shook his head. Straightening his back and grabbing onto his chains, he gripped them as tight as he could; his knuckles turned white, and he pulled the links taut.

Only now she was sashaying toward him, taking one deft and graceful step after another in his direction, and his heart kicked faster and faster because there was nothing he could do to stop her.

"This is your opportunity," she said. "Who knows how long it's going to be before I let you talk again."

"I don't know what you mean," he protested.

"Yes," she contradicted him. "You do." The corners of her eyes crinkled with amusement as she waited for him to speak.

"You have to let me go," he told her.

"There we go," she said. "Go on. Why? Why do I have to let you go?"

Just as he tried to speak, she dropped her hands down to his cock. She started to squeeze him, moving her hands up and down along the length of his member. "You know, I think you really want this. I think you are lying to me. I think you're trying to convince me that you hate this, but you need it. Maybe you are even grateful. Perhaps you are relieved?"

"I'm not relieved," he grunted back at her.

"And why would I believe you?" Luna asked. She batted her eyes alluringly. "As near as I can tell, I haven't done anything to you except chain you to that wall. If you are a real man who honestly believes you can control yourself, then I shouldn't be able to keep you like this." That's when she lifted herself up onto the tips of her toes, and she told him, "It's been more than a year. Think about that. Think about how much time you have spent right here, chained in place, obedient and bound to my will. You're supposed to be a big strong man. You should be able to escape. You have the wisdom of the ages on your side, yet you can't even convince a young woman to let you go?"

"I might do something great," he stuttered out, his voice tight as his lungs struggled for air.

"Oh?" Felicia asked, sounding intrigued. "And what would that be?"

He didn't know; he didn't have an easy answer.

"It's okay," cooed his captor. "It's okay if you don't know what you're going to do."

"I'm a philosopher," he panted out. "I'm a writer. I could come up with some brilliant idea."

"Maybe you can do it now for me. Remember what I asked? You are trying to convince me to let you go, yet you're relying on this hypothetical. You are right, you might come up with something brilliant. Then again, if I let you go, maybe you will prevent someone else from coming up with something brilliant instead? Perhaps there is a young scholar or philosopher out there right now who is thinking of some major problem, and she could come up with something brilliant...so long as you stay right here."

"That's impossible," he said.

"And yet, you never believed you could be my prisoner either," she said. She stared into his eyes as she tightened her grip on his cock. Rubbing him seriously, she brought him to the cusp of an orgasm. Then she squeezed again, and he felt himself falling as the pleasure rushed through his frame. He tried to fight it back, yet it felt like holding a firestorm at bay with just his palms. It consumed him, and his thoughts scattered.

He was panting, and he had his eyes closed, so he didn't see what she had in mind when she gagged him again. "But you know, I have something that you can help me with," she said. "Think of it as an experiment."

An experiment? What did that mean?

He was about to find out.

In the Year of Our Lord, 1206

She brought the crop down against his right side, then his left. Even so, Mateo didn't react. He kept his eyes closed, and his expression didn't shift. Maybe his body shook once or twice as the flare of pain exploded along his flesh, yet he didn't open his eyes, nor did he allow himself any kind of expression.

When she came down there the day before, Felicia had assumed she would be able to make him climax with hardly any effort.

Now it had been almost two full days, if he made it to a third, she would be obliged to release him…

This time, it was her turn to try to hide her reactions. When she bit down on her lower lip, she stared intently at him. She had grabbed him and touched him. She had brushed her fingers along his shaft before gripping him. She squeezed, adopting the same rhythms and movements from before.

It should have been so easy! He should have lost control right away!

And yet, he didn't…

"You will climax for me," she insisted. "You have no choice. I won't let you get away, not yet."

"No," he shot back. "No. I won't. Not again!"

"It's funny that you think you have a choice," she said with more confidence than she felt. Two days. Two days had already elapsed. If he could hold out for just a little while longer, then he would be freed. She couldn't let that happen! She wouldn't let that happen!

Nervous energy pulsed through her body. She tried to concentrate on his reactions. Despite her best efforts, it was almost impossible to read him. She had learned a lot about Mateo since he first walked into that cell and accepted the shackles, yet it still wasn't enough.

She stopped. She pulled her hand back.

His cock was stiff, but he still hadn't lost control.

"Do you think I'm beautiful?" Felicia asked.

He blinked, suddenly confused. More often than not, Mateo managed to stay silent. But this time his bottom lip twitched, and it was clear he wished to say something. He needed to speak, only he didn't know how to talk to this girl. "I, I…" When drawing his blade and addressing an enemy, maybe he knew exactly what to say. Even if his opponent couldn't understand his language, he would still make those bold, daring and courageous declarations. But with a pretty girl standing in front of him, he didn't know what to say.

Plus, there was something else, the forbidden nature of her status. Yes, she had tormented him, yet those other thoughts must have coursed along his imagination, pumping and thrusting. Maybe he imagined what it would have been like to meet her somewhere else, to reach out and to hold her hand. Even when he had been angry with her, maybe he had contemplated grabbing her and holding her down.

Felicia narrowed her eyes as she watched him. "You do…" She sounded surprised. Of course, she didn't know a lot about the male half of humanity. She had played with little boys when she was a child herself, yet she had never really been allowed around men, especially alone. They always needed a chaperone, someone to make sure that they behaved appropriately.

"You think I'm beautiful," she said with more confidence this time.

"My feelings are irrelevant," he stated flatly.

"No, they aren't," she told him. "Your feelings form your identity. They help guide you through the world." When she had first stepped into that cell, she hadn't known what she would be doing. And yet, now she felt like she was teaching this man something vital. It didn't matter that her experiences had only been with the nunnery or her family when she realized something. She was growing. She was stronger. She wasn't the frail girl who had first stepped into that cell.

Maybe this man was still stronger. Maybe he flexed his muscles, but it hardly mattered. Her breasts were bigger, her hair longer. Even if she had to tie it back for the various services, she didn't care.

She came up to him again, and she kissed him. Then she pulled back, and she whispered, "You can only understand the world through your feelings. If your feelings didn't matter, then you would surrender because it would feel fine. But it doesn't. And yet, you still want to give in, don't you?"

"You're trying to confuse me," Mateo insisted.

"I'm trying to help you," she said. "You want this. You want it so badly."

"It doesn't matter what I want. I have dedicated myself to fighting. I belong on the battlefield." His voice shook as he uttered those words. She lowered her hand back to his cock. She stroked him and teased him, playing with him. She intended to drain him, and there was nothing he could do about it.

But what if he managed to hold out? Those old doubts and insecurities flared up at the back of her mind. She did her best to push them back. Then she snickered. In some ways, they were both fighting the same battle. He needed to resist the allure of her touch, while she had to hold off her insecurities.

Who was going to win?

Felicia didn't expect it, but the answer materialized behind her eyes, I will.

She pulled her hands away, and she looked into his eyes again. She studied him. She stared at him. She searched through the expression on his face as she tried to imagine what he had gone through. "Tell me. Tell me I'm beautiful," she instructed.

"It doesn't matter if you are," he said.

She tightened her grip on her crop. She swatted it down against his chest with a downward sweep. She left a red welt along the side of his chest. "Tell me,” she instructed again.

"You are beautiful," he told her.

Something warm seemed to flare through her body.

"But it means nothing," he said. "I am a warrior, and I am dedicated to chastity and service. I will not succumb to my desires, not again."

When Felicia laughed again, she couldn't decide if she was teasing him. She remembered some of her older friends talking about the idea of flirting. It was supposed be a game, a back and forth between young men and women as they explored their feelings and toyed with one another. Maybe she was simply amused by his defiance.

She swallowed back her nerves, and she kissed him again. She pressed her lips to his. He didn't respond. But then she nibbled on his lower lip, and she pulled back. She smirked, and then she wrapped her fingers around his shaft. She started to rub him again, but it still didn't work. It still wasn't enough. "I will find a way to break you," she promised.

That's when she slid her hand down along his inner thighs. Her hand came up between his legs, and she started to caress the underside of his balls. His body tensed. "Oh, so that's what you want today," she said.

"No…" Only now a new, frantic desperation pulsed through his voice. He didn't want to succumb; that much was obvious. He wished he could hold out. He intended to fight.

Despite his best efforts and the rest of his will, it still wasn't enough.

That's when she leaned upward. She rested her chin on his shoulder. His skin had dampened now. Sweat appeared on his brow, all while he tried to maintain that fierce discipline. Perhaps he could march dozens of miles a day in heavy armor while carrying his pack. Perhaps he could ignore the temptations of city life, the fine food and delicious drink, but this was different. There was a young woman standing in front of him, and she was utterly enticing…

"Think about what it would be like," she said. "Think about what it would be like if you could conquer me." Felicia didn't know exactly where that idea came from, but maybe it was something she had imagined. Perhaps she had dreamed it...suddenly, a different sort of heat seemed to gather between her legs as well.

Felicia ignored it. Instead, she concentrated on this boy. "Think about how it would feel if you could take whatever you wanted from me. I would be yours. You could take me in hand, show me off in front of your friends, and eventually bring me back to your bed. You could push me down on my back and climb on top of me. I would spread my legs for you, eager and grateful."

"No," he growled.

"What if you got to punish me? What if I wasn’t the one holding the crop? What if I found myself across your lap. You could spank me," she said. “You could hold me down and show me exactly where I belong."

"No," he said again, only his voice became ragged. His breathing collapsed from one desperate breath to the next.

Mateo Marcos de la Cruz was a warrior who believed in honor, nobility, and dedication to his values. He wasn't supposed to succumb. And yet, his defenses finally started to crack. She could feel it. She snickered again, unable to help herself. Yes, she was young woman now, but she still had those girlish, nearly childish impulses. As she bucked him and moved her hand back and forth along his length, he surrendered. He broke!

She squeezed, pumping his cock. She forced him to climax. He tried to fight it, yet he already recognized those waves of sensation as they pulsed through his body. Mirroring the frantic thudding of his heart, he surrendered to her.

At the same time, somewhere at the back of his mind, he imagined what it would be like. He could be the Lord of the Manor, and she would be his wife. He could hold her hand, push her down, kiss her, lick her nipples and feel her nubile frame beneath his weight. He would pump down into her, thrusting hard and fast.

He ached for that sensation. He wanted to feel the wild, delicious heat. Of course, out on campaign, he had heard the other men talking.

Each time, Mateo tried to ignore those urges and possibilities. Sure, the men only discussed fantasies, ribald jokes, and impossible stories. Even so, Mateo had understood the danger. He refused to succumb; he never allowed himself to spend his energy, strength, or vitality on those errant thoughts. Men were supposed to be better, he had believed...until now.

This time, he thought of that beautiful girl with her golden yellow hair spread out around her face. He imagined pulling away her wedding dress, getting access, and playing with her body.

His shaft throbbed. He surrendered, and then he was spent once again.

"Three more days," she whispered.


Chapter 7: Truest Temptations

Anno CCV

"You're a well-educated boy, are you not?"

"I, I don't know what you mean," he said. "I seek truth. But you know that. You have always known that about me," Felix shot back at the black haired girl. This time, he didn't lift his head or even open his eyes.

"Look at me," she instructed.

He refused to obey.

In fact, he resisted the urge to smirk. He tried to concentrate on his despair, on the overwhelming sense that he might not ever escape, and yet he had resisted her.

For the last few days, he hadn't climaxed. She had tried to touch him, squeezing and manipulating him, but it hadn't been enough. Perhaps she had been in a rush, or maybe she didn't really need his seed. No matter the explanation, he had held out. Perhaps this was small, yet it still felt like a victory in some form or shape.

"Look at me," Luna instructed again.

His lips hardened and he swallowed back his nervous energy. Over and over again, he reminded himself that she was just a girl.

She stroked the underside of his cock. It was flaccid at first, but now it stiffened. He couldn't help that reflexive reaction, but he still remained silent. If she expected him to lift his head and to look into her eyes, she would be disappointed. He intended to demonstrate his ability to resist, to defy her. This girl went against the natural order of the world, and he would remind her of that simple fact. He wouldn't allow her to embrace some delusion.

Men ruled and women served. Even if she knew how to touch him, and how to tease him, he wouldn't succumb to the succubus, not again! Perhaps Felix could not know for certain, but he needed to have faith. After all, naked and shackled, he had nothing else.

"Look at me," she said for a third time. "This is something you will want to see."

The monk didn't understand exactly what she had in mind. A woman such as she existed beyond his realm of understanding. And yet, something about her voice compelled him. Was it magic or some animalistic compulsion? He didn't know. Perhaps he would have enjoyed studying this phenomenon, but she didn't give him the chance.

His eyes opened as she touched the underside of his chin and nudged his face up.

"Good boy," she said. Then she lifted the needle.

When he saw it, his eyes widened. "What, what are you going to do to me?"

"Something special," she answered.

"Torture?"

"You may be a scholar and a philosopher, but you don't understand much of the wider world, do you? This is going to be special. It's going to be good for you," she promised.

"If that were true, then you wouldn't need to keep me here shackled," he protested.

"There are those who resist enlightenment."

"I seek the truth!"

"How can you seek the truth if you deny one of the most primal and important human experience?" Luna asked him. As she stood in front of him, the shadows played across the wall behind her, giving her the illusion of wings. He saw the darkened patterns on the stone, and a shiver darted along his body, spreading from the nape of his neck down along his spine into his arms and legs.

"This is a special kind of piercing, Felix," she said. "It is going to hurt, and that is okay."

With agonizing slowness, she turned around. She walked over to the small lamp, and she opened it. She pulled out the candle, and now she raised it up. She moved the silvery tip through the flame, gliding it forward and back. "It's fascinating, don't you think? Normally, men think of themselves as powerful because they are allowed to penetrate the women around them. This is how we perpetuate our species. And yet, here you are, and you are about to get penetrated, Felix. You are about to be pierced."

"No…" Felix protested. His cock remained stiff. A cold jolt of fear ran through his body, yet his member remained hard. He had no idea how such a thing could be possible, yet he couldn't deny the truth of his situation either.

Biting down, he looked to the left and right. Of course, he had visited those views tens of thousands of times over the course of his long captivity, yet it didn't matter. He still saw nothing new, yet he sought out some possibility, some chance or hope.

He found nothing. Just darkness. Just emptiness.

In a cave, it was only Felix and Luna, no one else, nothing else.

"No, you can't," he said.

"You don't even know what I'm going to do yet," she said. "You see, this is a powerful form of piercing. It will make you even more sensitive."

"What?"

"The human body is a complicated instrument," she said. "There is so much about it we don't know, but a piercing right here will stimulate you in ways you never imagined. And yes, it might start out with pain, but it will give you so much pleasure later."

"I don't want pleasure!"

Luna stopped and cocked her head to the side. "Tell me something. Why would that be the case? Why would that ever be a proposition a boy such as you would imagine or accept?"

When she spoke, she sounded just like a philosopher. Except for her sex, she could have walked into any symposium and sat down and started debating those important points with the greatest minds in the Roman Empire. And yet, he still blinked a couple of times. Finally, he locked his fingers together, "Pleasure is a distraction! I'm no hedonist!"

"Hedonism might be foolish," she allowed, "focusing on only one sensation does seem like a bad idea. And yet, what about something else? What do you think of Epicurus?"

Again, he stared at her. A girl, such as Luna wasn't supposed to know about those great individuals or those sharp minds. Biting down, he looked to his left, then to his right, and he still saw nothing new. There was no one else, nothing else. No matter how frantically, he wished to change that, he couldn't.

But if he spoke, maybe he could delay the inevitable for a little while longer. Perhaps someone might wander into this cave, and he could be rescued! The odds were not in his favor, but he still appreciated the idea. He wanted to hold onto the slender hope.

"Pleasure is a distraction," he insisted. But even as he spoke, his eyes remained locked on the tip of her needle.

"It's an important part of life," she said. "Besides, one could argue that pleasure is the only truth."

"I'm not a hedonist," he insisted again. "There is so much more to life."

"And when you say that, does it make you feel good?" Luna asked. "Does it give you pleasure?"

He pursed his lips together as she took one step closer. She held up the needle. It was right there in front of him, and now she reached down. She glided her fingers along his cock. He remained stiff despite the fear racing along his veins. Icy tendrils of dread seemed to spread through his body.

In spite of the terror splashed across his skin, he didn't know what to do.

Talk, he realized. Felix had no other choice. He had to talk to her, because she had already demonstrated the ease with which she could control his body. And now she was about to modify him. "It gives me a type of satisfaction, I suppose, but you are conflating two ideas," he told her.

Luna paused.

Realizing this might actually work, he dipped his head down for only a second. Then he looked up at her again. Without tightening or straining against his shackles, he stared into her eyes and he wondered if this might be the first step. He had to hope; he couldn't do much more than talk and hope. "Luna, I think we can both agree that there are different kinds of satisfaction and pleasure, right? Maybe you are correct. Maybe pleasure is the foundation of everything, but right here and now, you keep me stimulated. You make me hard."

"I make you horny," she said. The crass term buzzed against his eardrums, and he bristled. For so long, he had resisted those kinds of designations. Back when he had lived as a wandering monk and before she had captured him, Felix had occasionally visited the different taverns. He had been on a quest for truth and knowledge, yet he routinely heard the men talk about their half of humanity. The male sex was driven by powerful urges, desires they could never really ignore. This was one reason why men needed to be nervous and keep their guard up. Chaperones were necessary, and fathers had to protect their daughters' honor because men made bad decisions, especially when the blood ran hot and their urges took over.

Whenever he heard that, Felix had rolled his eyes. No, men were not incapable of self-control. They could maintain his kind of discipline. Perhaps they chose not to because they lacked his passion for truth and wisdom, but this was a decision. It was a choice.

"Yes," he forced himself to admit. "You keep me aroused."

"And you love it," she told him.

"I don't," he said right before he snapped his teeth together. If he allowed himself to get emotional, or angry, he wouldn't be able to talk to her. He wouldn't be able to convince her. Before, she had asked him for an argument. He could finally give her one, and maybe he would be able to change her mind, and perhaps he would even be able to obtain his freedom.

But he had no idea if that was a genuine possibility, yet he had to make the attempt!

After all, his eyes dipped down toward the needle once again. She held it up. She didn't rush, especially because she seemed intrigued by his ideas.

"I don't love it," he said. "Yes, you can make me climax. You can force an orgasm from my body, but that's not the same thing. This isn't what I want, or what I chose."

"That's not a philosophical argument," she said.

"What?" Felix asked, dumbfounded. "What are you talking about?"

"You’re lying to me," she said. "You're trying to deceive me. You're trying to trick me." She didn't sound offended. On the contrary, it seemed as though she had expected this exact tactic. "You're going to have to do much better than that."

At his core, a chill pervaded. Even so, he looked up at her, and his face stayed hot. He didn't know if it was fear or something else, but she grinned at him. She was playing with him; she was toying with him, and he now had to suppress that vivid burst of anger. He jerked against his restraints, and that's when she casually slid her fingers along his shaft.

"I don't want that kind of pleasure. I don't want just pure physical pleasure. I'm seeking something higher."

"What makes it higher?" Luna asked him.

He blinked.

"I seek the answers to some of the hardest and most difficult questions any kind of human can ask. What you are offering me here and now is nothing but physical pleasure. It is temporary."

"One could argue that everything is temporary," she said. "I'm fully aware of what the priests say about the old gods or the new faith, but these are just ideas. These are promises made with the wind and nothing more."

"There are miracles," Felix said.

"Then perhaps you should pray for one," she said.

"We aren’t done," he said. "I can convince you."

"But I'm bored now," she said. The corners of her eyes crinkled. He didn't know whether or not that was true, yet it hardly mattered because she didn't have to listen to him. That's when she dropped her hand to her side, and she reached into a small pouch. She pulled it free, and he saw a yellow powder right there on the palm of her hand.

It was another concoction. Was that the same concoction she had used to alter his perceptions, to take control of him? Felix held his breath, and he tried to hide, but it didn't matter.

She puffed out her cheeks as she exhaled, breathing right into his face. The cloud of powder hit his nostrils, and he tried to resist it. For the next few seconds, he held his breath. He failed, of course. His lungs demanded air, and so he breathed in. The powder clung to the curves of his nostrils, and it hung in the air.

"It doesn't affect you," he said.

"No, it doesn't," she agreed.

"Demon," he spat back.

That was when the world seemed to slow down around him. He heard her laughing, but every note seemed stretched and strained, as though the rest of the world had somehow shifted. Time worked differently now.

No, he thought frantically. He tried to push through the drugs now running through his system. He didn't know how this girl could affect him so easily, yet he also understood the concept. Herbs, powders, ground-up stones, and other mysterious materials carried incredible properties. They could alter the thoughts and shift how a man saw the world.

And now she had used them on him.

Succubus. Witch.

She grabbed his cock, and she pulled it up. She touched the tip of the needle to the underside of his cock. She pushed it up near the top, and he felt that first jolt of pain.

For just a moment, he thought that was all he would experience. It was a ridiculous idea, yet he had to hope. Desperation pulsed through his body as the metal penetrated him. She pushed it up, little by little. She took her time.

He should have closed his eyes, but his head fell forward, and he stared down, watching as she inserted that piece of metal straight to his most sensitive body part.

An explosion of pain raced through his body. He jerked against his shackles, and he tried to twist his body to the left or right. If he had been allowed to think clearly, then maybe he would have understood how bad it could get. And yet, his body refused to move. Or maybe he had tried, and now he failed. He didn't understand.

"Feel that pain," she said. "That's the price you pay for the pleasure I give you," she said. As she spoke, he heard the sibilant hiss in her voice as she toyed with him. "I am in control here, boy. I own you, monk. You are mine, Felix." Her voice pulsed against his body, and then she smiled. "Don't worry. I'll take the pain away soon enough."

Until then, she let the agony sweep through his body. It drilled to his core, leaving him exposed. He had nothing left.

And then she kissed him. She touched her lips to his. The powder was still there, along the contours of his mouth, yet it didn't affect her. She had a natural immunity or she had taken some kind of antidote. It didn't matter because she was in control.

At that moment, he couldn't make any kind of attempt. He didn't try to turn away; he didn't attempt to jerk his head to the left or right. Instead, he lost himself to the sensations as his thoughts fractured into brittle shards and eventually evaporated.

In the distance, he thought he could hear her laughing.

In the Year of Our Lord 1206

Felicia stood in the hallway, and she listened intently. She stood there with her hands braced in front of her torso, and she tilted her head to the side. Holding her breath now, she tried to pick out any sounds. Faint gasps? Whispered prayers? The clink of chains or some other telltale detail?

She knew some of the cells still contained initiates. These men were determined to join their order. And yet, most of them were gone. Most of them had learned the self-control they had needed. Or they had simply given up and returned to their old lives.

Felicia grinned. At the same time, she wanted to do a little dance right there in the middle of the corridor. It would have been unseemly, she knew. She had to behave far better than that, and yet…

Inhaling slowly, she forced herself to wear a neutral expression. She went to the door, she opened it, and then she found him.

That's when she walked over to the opposite side of the room.

"You only drained me a couple of hours ago," he protested.

"And now I'm going to do it again," she said, grinning precociously.

He looked up at her again.

He didn't want to notice the curves of her breasts, the smooth texture of her skin, or the shine of her hair.

She glanced back at him.

Some old instinct lingered, and part of her wanted to believe she could never be noticed like that. Yes, she remembered the boys and girls from her town flirting and teasing one another, especially when they grew older. When they ventured into the realm of adolescence, they frequently tried to sneak away, much to the chagrin of their chaperones. But now, Felicia had this boy, and he was hers.

For now…

Felicia reached into the folds of her robes, and she pulled out a stack of papers. "I have something for you," she said.

His brows tightened. Maybe he had expected the bite of the crop or perhaps she could have just started touching him right away, awakening those terrible instincts all over again.

"I thought about waiting, but I believe now to be a good time for you to hear this." As she spoke, her mouth watered. There was something about this power, this control. And even if her chest tightened and she knew it might be a bad idea, especially when she could have focused on another approach, she still had to do this.

What if she tried to seduce him?

That question had pulsed through her mind again and again. In fact, it had become almost impossible for this young woman to escape. Whether she was in the chapel, out in the fields, or in the dining hall, Felicia couldn't evade that idea. What if she tried to seduce him? What if she tried to get this man to fall in love with her?

How would she even try something like that? She had gotten lucky; there had been that ancient tome in the library, and it told her all she needed to know about the male body. Even if she couldn't read the Old Latin, she had been able to follow the pictures and diagrams. From the piercings to the board, the stretching and the growth, the caresses and the manipulation, everything she needed had been waiting for her.

But now she had something else, something that didn't come from the book. She held onto those slips of paper.

For just a moment, she contemplated exactly how far they had traveled. Across the wider world, especially beyond the boundaries of Christendom, it seemed impossible to a girl like Felicia. Even traveling to the nunnery had only hinted at the size of the wider world. She saw so much now, the massive immensity, and get she focused all of her attention on this man.

"Mateo, would you like to hear something special?"

He gulped.

Her prisoner didn't know what to do or how to respond. He wasn't gagged, yet he remained naked and on display in front of this girl. Of course, she had grown over the course of his captivity. She had evolved into something new, and he didn't know how to look at her any longer.

For just a moment, he lifted his gaze, and he drank in the sight of her again. At the same time, his cock twitched. Was it some kind of learned response? Was it something else?

Felicia ran the tip of her tongue along her teeth as she considered this boy. Then she unfolded the first sheet of paper, "Noble sir, I write to inquire as to your well-being. By now, you must have escaped the convent. Where are you? When will you join us? There are enemies to be fought and adventures to be had!"

Mateo had a good idea, yet he still found himself asking, "What, what is that?"

"It's a letter," she said quietly.

"I know it's a letter! Who wrote it?" Mateo demanded.

The corners of her eyes wrinkled with amusement. She stepped forward, and then she leaned in. She kissed his neck, first the right side, then the left. His body stiffened. Every inch of his frame hardened, and she wasn't surprised when her fingertips found his stiffness. Yes, he was hard. Yes, fresh excitement burned through his body.

"You think I'm beautiful?" Felicia teased him.

"I don't want to play your games," he grunted back at her.

"But you don't want me to read these letters to you," she said. She started to turn around and walk away. She took one sliding step after another, and she experienced something amazing: unbridled confidence. This was the power and arrogance of a young woman who knew she could do whatever she liked, and he couldn't stop her. This man was completely under her power. Her decisions guided his existence!

For a girl who had grown up in a world where women simply did not wield power or control, this was a heady thought. And now she savored each moment.

"You know, I can get up and leave right now if you like. I can leave you here for a couple of days even…"

"No!"

"What do you want?" Felicia asked him. Even though she already knew the answer. Still, she basked in the seconds as they dribbled by, one after another. At the same time, she enjoyed that look on his face.

"Tell me what's happening with them," he said. "How many of them have gotten out of here?"

Felicia shrugged, "Most of them. Almost all of them," she said. "Would you like to hear more?"

"Yes."

"Do you think I'm beautiful?"

"That's not important," he told her. "That's not relevant."

"But I asked you a question, and you want a favor from me. Like I said, I can just leave you here for a little while. Is that what you want? Is that what you really want?" She giggled, "I can even leave the letters here for you." She nodded toward the bench on the opposite side of the room. "I can just leave them right there. Would you like that? You'll be able to see the letters as much as you like…" Of course, they would be face down, the text hidden, their messages kept secret from him.

Another growl of frustration vibrated through his body as he twisted against his bonds. Hot frustration flared along his limbs, and he wanted to attack her. He wanted to throw himself forward, but he didn't get that opportunity.

"This isn't fair!"

"This is what you wanted," she said. "This is what you craved." She came up to him again, and he launched himself forward as much as the chains allowed. She didn't flinch as he stopped a half inch in front of her. Then she reached out, and she grabbed him. She cupped his cheeks between the palms of her hands, tilted his head to the side, and she leaned in to kiss him.

At that moment, it wasn't a question of tormenting him. Yes, his cock stiffened, but she savored the taste of his lips, the feel of his body, and that other possibility…

"Mine," she whispered between those frantic kisses. He pressed his face to hers. Their lips teased and flirted with one another, every moment bringing another deluge of sensations.

"Yes," he said. "Yes, I think you're beautiful."

"Look into my eyes and say it," she instructed.

Mateo lifted his head, and he looked back at Felicia. His chest tightened, and it was obvious he craved this and so much more, yet he didn't know how to speak. "I, I don't know if I can."

Her voice softened. "It's okay. Just relax. Take your time. Do you think I'm beautiful?"

"Yes…" His voice faded into quiet after he uttered that single word.

For a moment, Felicia wondered if she should tease him again, but a different instinct told her not to. She had what she wanted, and now she contemplated a different possibility. She walked back over to the letters, and she picked one up. "This is from Alejandro," she told him. "Compadre, I write to you as a reminder of what we shall accomplish. By now, I hope you are on your way to join us. With luck, the messenger will find you only a few days out on the road. You will draw your blade, you shall join your brothers, and we will fight together! We will defeat these heathens and steal their treasures. We will take what we want, and the loot will make us even richer."

Felicia arched an eyebrow, "Oh? Is that what you do?"

"We fight for the kingdoms of the North and West," Mateo said.

"I'm sure you do," she replied. "But you know, that makes you sound like a thief."

"I am no thief. We fight and we deserve to be rewarded for our efforts. We push the borders of the one true faith in every direction. We are warriors and crusaders."

"Not yet," she said. "It doesn't matter what you have done. You've been here for years, and you might stay here for even longer unless you learn to control yourself. You think you can do that, especially when you think I'm beautiful?"

He gulped and lifted his head so that he could focus on her. At first, Felicia truly expected some quick, snide response. He wasn't supposed to take her seriously; he wasn't supposed to contemplate her words as an actual possibility. Only now, his lips parted, and he looked like he intended to say something, except he stopped. After another couple of seconds, he tried again. "I don't know," he told her. "In truth, I don't know. I must learn to control myself."

"What if you learn to trust me instead?"

He narrowed his eyes.

"What? I could never trust you. You are a woman. You are a woman, and you exist to tempt me. That's why I'm here." He shut his eyes, and he meant to say something else, but Felicia couldn't help herself. She strode across the short distance between them, and then she hissed into his ear, "You are mine. You're mine because you can't control yourself. Deep down, you don't want to be a raider. Deep down, you don't want to go out there and steal. Deep down, you know, there are other ways, better ways. The missionaries will do their work, and the truth will prevail. It always does. You're no raider. You're no bandit. You are better than that, Mateo Marcos de la Cruz."

"I am a warrior, and I will join my brother and," he said.

"Not today or tomorrow or the day after," she said. "I want you to think about the man you should be. Besides, it's not like you have anything else you can do." She chuckled, only a little bit now.

"What, what are you doing?"

Felicia smiled at him as she lowered herself down onto her knees. "I think you deserve something special, don't you? You told me I’m beautiful, and I want to reward you."

"I'm no lapdog," he snarled.

"No, you're not," she said. "You're a mighty warrior who's been chained to a wall and is now at the mercy of a young woman."

That's when she licked her lips and took the tip of his cock into her mouth. At the same time, she pulled away the hem of her robes, and she soon found her sex. She pushed aside those layers of fabric, and now she had the access she craved. She sucked his manhood even as her hand darted along her opening. She toyed with her crevice as she tasted those first droplets of his excitement.

He tried to resist it, of course.

By now, Mateo probably had to wonder whether or not his defenses hadn't been completely stripped away. Despite everything, he wished to believe, he had to wonder if this girl had weakened his defenses each time. What was it like? What had it been like when he first arrived?

He didn't know, and he couldn't figure it out. Then it hardly mattered because she continued to glide her lips forward, sliding her wet and warm mouth along the contours of his shaft. Blazing waves of excitement gripped him, spreading from his cock up into his torso, along his shoulders and into his arms. He could feel that tingling excitement in his fingertips, his palms, his wrists and down to his rib cage. His shaft was right there, and she could drain him again.

"If you succumb this time, it won't change anything," she said. "I already drained you once today. You’re hardly resetting the clock at all," she told him. "Enjoy yourself. Relax into it. This is a reward."

Mateo hated to admit it, even in the frantic storm of his own bounds, yet she told the truth.

But if he allowed her to seduce him, what did that mean? What did it say about him?

But the warrior didn't know, and there was nothing he could do about it anyway, so he relaxed. He embraced those sensations. Worse, he looked down at her. As he surrendered to temptation, he marveled at the expression on her face. She was playful and flirtatious, teasing and condescending, eager and hopeful all at the same time.

Part of him wished he could reach down and run his fingers through the yellow blonde of her hair. He wanted to touch her, but then she looked up, and their eyes met.

He didn't know what he felt in that moment. And yet, he thought of her words, the words she had read, and now he didn't know what was supposed to be important. Over the last few years, his calluses had healed, and there was that girl between his legs. She moved her head forward, drew back, bobbing to and fro as she toyed with him. She knew exactly what it would take to push him over the edge, but she made sure he enjoyed it.

For once, Mateo didn't argue. He didn't fight. She sucked, and soon he embraced that rush of bliss.

Anno CCVI

"How does it feel?" Luna asked her prisoner.

She ran her fingers along his stiffened to cock. He had remained hard. The desires were there, soaking into his body.

"I hate it," he grunted back at her.

"And yet, you're still stiff. I think you enjoy it. I think you can't help but love this piercing. It reminds you of your place. It teaches you, even when you're asleep and right when you wake up, that you are still mine. You are my property now, and I can keep you for as long as I want. As I drain you day by day."

"No…" Felix insisted, yet it was the best he could do.

The black haired girl stepped to his left, then to his right. She had allowed her nails to grow long, so now she scratched at his sides. "I think it's time for you to enjoy another orgasm."

"I don't enjoy them," he tried to tell her. At the same time, he struggled to come up with a coherent answer. He wanted to convince her. There had to be something he could do, some way for him to influence her. Despite his best efforts, he failed.

When he had first been kidnapped, Felix had been able to think clearly. His thoughts had come smoothly. They had always felt so easy and adroit. He could dance between different ideas and premises. Whenever he met a hermit, a priest, a scholar or a librarian, he had impressed those older gentlemen with his skills and memory. He had been able to interpret and understand so many different concepts, many of which existed beyond the mental realms of the people around him. These were difficult concepts that required extreme concentration and contemplation. Somehow, those notions all seemed pale and irrelevant. His hunt for wisdom hadn't saved him from this girl…

But how long had he been down here?

Years.

Actual years of his life had been stolen away as she forced him to climax again and again, those rushes of overwhelming pleasure gripping him. The satisfaction had tied up his thoughts and his ideas. He had learned nothing new, yet he continued to be her captive because she gave him no choice.

And now she scratched at him, and she brought her hand up between his legs.

"Today, you want the whip," she said.

"You can't tell me what I want," he shot back.

His captor laughed, "but I just did." She walked over to the other side of the cave, and she pulled out the whip. When he saw it there in the lamplight, his heart started beating faster.

Then he exhaled slowly, he took a breath, and he tried to ignore the feel of the piercing between his legs. He didn't want to think about it or what it meant. He didn't want to think about how this girl had control over his body.

"How long?" Luna asked him.

Several more seconds elapsed, and yet he still didn't feel the bite of the whip. It didn't fly out, and the tip didn't bite down against his naked flesh. Finally, he blinked a couple of times, and he stared back at the dark-haired beauty.

"How long?" Felix repeated. "How long until what? What are you talking about?"

"How long until you break?"

He smirked. Obviously, daring this girl to torment him, especially while she wielded the whip, was a bad idea. And yet, he didn't feel like being rational at that moment. That's why the corners of his eyes crinkled as he chuckled, "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Yes, you do. You know exactly what I'm talking about because I can see the fear in your eyes. You can try to laugh about it. You can try to hide from the inevitable, but we both know it's going to happen."

"I won't break," he told her. He tried to push as much solemnity as he could into those words. He thought of the legionaries, the noble warriors, the artists, the leaders and statesmen who had guided the Empire forward. In that moment, he thought of his beloved philosophers and how they would hold out. What would they have said if they were confronted with a scenario like this?

Physical pleasure or eternal wisdom?

He tried to focus on the wisdom, but that's when she threw her arms forward. The whip snapped out, and he felt that first blow. He endured a second and a third, fourth and fifth. Red lines appeared along his flesh. She chuckled, "You aren't going anywhere, boy. You are captive."

Now she sharpened her expertise as she brought the down crop between his legs. It struck his cock, then his scrotum. She knew exactly what she was doing. She had enjoyed years of practice on him.

He jerked to the left, to the right.

His piercing only made the pain that much sharper. Evanescent agony exploded along his nerves, making him thrash against his bonds, but it was no use.

"This is what you wanted, wasn't it? I'm sure, deep down, you fantasized about being a martyr at some point," she taunted him.

"No," he breathed out. "No, that's not true. I don't want to be a martyr. I am just a seeker of truth."

"No. You are property now. You are mine. That's why I get to keep playing with you. And I will break you. It's only a question of time, Felix."

"You will never break me!"

"The first time I touched you, you thought you could hold out. How has that worked out for you? How many times have I made you climax? How many times have you lost control of your body?"

"The flesh is temporary. It means nothing," he insisted.

This time, Luna didn't answer. Instead, the pale-faced girl threw the whip forward, letting the tip strike his right shoulder, his left flank, his right thigh, his knee, his cock, his stomach, then his balls. Each time the whip lanced out, he heard the slash across the air as it tore through the distance between them, biting down again and again. With each blow, fresh waves of pain blossomed along his flesh.

"Poor boy," she said. "Of course, this might be a study in male stupidity."

Despite the pain, he jerked his head up and glared across the distance between them. "What, what are you talking about?" Felix demanded, suddenly incensed.

"You know what I craved from you: your surrender, your subjugation, your complete obedience." She smiled as she tilted her head to the side and considered the whip in her hand. Then she grinned. "And yet, you continue to fight me. Do you think you have a chance? Years have gone by. Years." She let that final word settle on the air.

Years. The idea burrowed into his soul as he contemplated what she meant.

"I gave you get opportunity to make your argument, you have failed. And now, I'm going to modify you. I'm going to continue to train you until you are exactly what I want."

"No," he said with a frantic shake of his head. "You can't do that."

"And so we are back to male stupidity," Luna replied. "You can see the facts arrayed before you. You know the truth of your situation. And yet, you deny it. You claim to be a monk who claims to love truth and wisdom, yet you seem intent on hiding within your illusions."

"They aren't  illusions!"

"Why are you so sure? How can you be so confident when the world is so chaotic?"

Breathing hard, he didn't know how to answer. He didn't know what response might possibly work. She was right…Still, Felix had no intention of admitting that underlying truth. Then he opened his mouth, only to bite back the response.

What was he thinking? How could he, a monk, actually try to fight back? How could he push away the truth? Just because he didn't like the idea, did that warrant his self-deception? He was supposed to be smart enough to be aware of what was happening.

"Maybe you are right," he allowed.

"Maybe?" Luna placed her hands on her hips. "Or maybe it's time for you to face the stretcher."

"What?" That single word dropped from his lips. Felix opened his mouth, and his lips hardened. The edges of his teeth caught the air, but there was nothing for him to say.

"I know how much you have appreciated the apadravya piercing," she said. "And now, we can put it to good use."

"What, what are you talking about?"

"Do you want to know? Do you really want to know?"

"Yes!"

Luna crept forward, silent and stealthy. Of course, he knew she was right there, yet there was just the sound of his frantic heartbeat as she pushed herself up onto the toes of her feet. Then she whispered to him, "I think you're going to like this. It's a new idea, but I think it will work beautifully for you. I know another woman who used it on her captive."

"On her captive?" he repeated.

"What? Did you think you're the only one? Did you think you were the first?" Luna asked.

"But, but that's not possible," he insisted.

"Why not?"

"Because…" Felix began, only to come to a stuttering halt. He tried again and again. "Because...because..." In spite of his best efforts, he couldn't come up with a coherent response. How could that girl do this to him again and again? How could she shuck him of his ability to speak? In some ways he felt like this errant adolescent whenever she started to focus on him.

He had spent years as her prisoner, yet he never won an argument; he was never able to make her stutter or stop. He never found a chink in her philosophical armor. Instead, she seemed to strip away his defenses with casual ease, and he didn't know how to strike back. He didn't know what to do!

"Keep going," she mocked him with encouragement. "Maybe if you try really, really hard, you will be able to come up with an argument."

"If women were really capturing men like this, we would know about it. We would hear about it."

"Unless we take our boys judiciously," Luna answered without hesitating. She didn't need to pause; she didn't need to think about this either. She had an answer ready, one that could already crush his counterarguments. "Just consider who you are," she continued. "You are a monk. And I'm sure many people remember you, but do they actually think about you? Did they notice you're gone?"

Felix couldn't respond.

"No," she continued. "They haven't. They just assumed you wandered off. That was the kind of man you were, right? You could come in, talk to a few people, stay there is long as you like, and disappear after a few days, perhaps a few weeks. Face it, Felix. I have you. And now, I'm going to fix you."

"It won't work," he said.

"You don't even know what I'm proposing yet," she replied. Then she whispered, "I have wanted to try this for a very, very long time. I'm going to stretch your cock, boy. You know how it works?"

"I don't care. It's not going to work," he insisted again.

"Allow me to educate you," she said. "That's what you really want, isn't it? Think about your cock. It should be easy for you, especially since you're a boy. Men can't help themselves, can they? They just have to think with their cocks. I'm going to use a stretcher. I'm going to make your cock grow."

"That's not possible!"

She ignored him, "To make this work, I'm going to use several different pieces. First I'm going to get you hard. Then I'm going to take your manhood. While it's fully erect, I'll pin the tip to a board opposite from the testicles with a narrow nail through the piercing's hole that I gave you before. When one of your erections is left alone, it naturally begins to soften, but things will be different for you. The nail through the tip prevents its length from shortening, creating a stretch along your entire length. Guess what happens next? Guess, Monk." He didn't answer, so she grinned, "Your cock will be stretched, and that's going to stimulate growth. The stretching sensation also stimulates a new erection response which lengthens and relieves the pressure from the stretching. Thus relieved, left alone and unstimulated the erect member will again soften and try to shorten, which causes another stretch, stimulating yet another erection. This is going to happen again and again, and there is nothing you can do about it. The cycle will repeat ad infinitum, monk. After several weeks, the member caught in this repetitive cycle of spontaneous erections and stretches will have grown sufficient new tissue that the nail in the tip can reach the next hole in the board."

Luna turned around and stepped away. She had her back to him for several long seconds. Then she slowly spun back and faced him. His eyes were huge, both staring straight at her.

"No…" Felix insisted. "No. Please. Please, you can't be serious. This is a joke, right? You are playing a game with me? You are only teasing me."

That's when she walked back over to her things. Of course, he fell asleep every few hours. When he lost consciousness, she could disappear, only to come back whenever she saw fit. Then there were the drugs she gave him. It was so easy for this beautiful girl to lace his food, dose his water, or blow some powder into his face. Each time she did so, she showed him how little control he had.

Other prisoners could at least hide within their thoughts and imaginations.

Felix didn't get that option. She could take away his cunning for hours or days at a stretch, and there was nothing he could do to stop her! Perhaps other prisoners were allowed to write or to meditate and contemplate what they had learned.

Felix had to endure whatever she gave him. And now she pulled out the stretching board. She held it up, and he saw the device. "I'm thinking for five years," she said. "Then you will be just the right size."

"No…" Felix tried to say. He shook his head from side to side, only she came up to him again, and then she lifted her palm. He knew what this meant. He saw the powder right there waiting on the flat her hand. Her lips pursed, and she blew. The pale yellow and blue powder hit his face, and he breathed it in before he could try to stop himself. Within moments, his head started spinning. He endured all of it; he didn't lose consciousness. Worse, his senses sharpened. He would feel all of this.

Even so, he couldn't bring himself to speak.

"Perfect," she said as she stroked his cheek. Then she got to work.


Chapter 8: Fractured Promises

In the Year of Our Lord, 1208

Felicia held onto the ceramic plate as she made her way down the steps. At one point, she thought she heard something. Footsteps? Giggles? Maybe a commanding whisper?

When she froze, she turned back and glanced over her shoulder, only to see the deep darkness welling up behind her. In one hand, she held the plate. In the other, she carried one of the small lanterns. Working her way carefully down the steps, she came into the corridor, and she listened again.

She didn't hear anything. As far as she knew, almost all of the boys had been released.

Felicia made an active point of not checking with the others. She didn't want to know, especially because she could see what Angela had accomplished. Over the last couple of years, she had whispered, and those snide little comments seemed to infect the rest of the sisterhood. Yes, Isabella was still her best friend, but that didn't change the other dynamics. Things were different now. That much was obvious.

Whether she was out working in the fields, at prayer in the chapel, or eating in the dining hall, Felicia could feel those errant glances and angry stares. Occasionally, some of the other women actively glowered at her.

At first, Felicia had cowered.

"You shouldn't pay attention to them," Isabella had told her. "Those girls are angry because they never thought you would do this well. When they hate you, you should be proud of yourself."

"We are here to serve Him," Felicia responded automatically. One time, she had a bowl of warm porridge in front of her, and she had halfheartedly dipped her spoon down into the mush.

"But we are humans, and we are imperfect vessels," Isabella pointed out.

Taking in a slow breath, Felicia glanced over her shoulder. Sure enough, another group of young nuns had their eyes aimed at her, their expressions tight with aggression.

"Walk over there and talk to them?" Felicia had asked, nervous energy rippling through her voice.

"No. Don't. If you go over there and try to talk to them, they are just going to think the worst of you. It's not fair. It's not right. But I have seen this happen before."

"We are servants of God," Felicia said, sounding almost petulant. Even she could hear that hitch in her voice.

"I know," Isabella agreed. "But again, we are still human and still very, very imperfect. Besides, I think this is what happens when people are dedicated to the same goal. Yes, we work together, and we want to do the best we can, but it's hard, especially when we are so close all the time."

"I guess I just don't understand," Felicia had told her best friend.

"And that's actually really, really sweet. Sometimes, a girl starts to get into fights or rivalries when she first arrives."

"I guess I have that already," Felicia allowed. Angry thoughts buzzed inside her skull like angry hornets whenever she remembered Angela. By this point, Felicia couldn't even remember exactly what triggered the animosity between them. What sparked that antipathy? Had Felicia said something by accident? Had the other girl simply glanced over at Felicia and decided that she didn't like her for some reason? Was it instinctive or biological? Was it something intuitive?

Felicia didn't know. More importantly, she told herself, she didn't care either. Most of the time, she could actually make herself believe it too.

At first, the idea of just ignoring that frustration and simmering rage made her skin shiver. Frightened energy had pulsed through her body, and she hadn't known how to ignore it. But day by day, Felicia came to a conclusion. She arrived at this idea slowly.

She didn't need to worry about those others.

Instead, her only concern needed to be the boy in his cell. So long as the shackles remained tight around his wrists and ankles, she could do whatever she liked. Most importantly, she had the support of the Sister Superior. These men wanted to test themselves? That’s fine. They could, and girls like Felicia would be here and waiting for them.

Forcing herself to shrug, Felicia concentrated on the hallway arrayed in front of her. She pulled her thoughts away from the dining hall and that conversation with Isabella. Instead, she made her way into that small space. She closed the door behind her, and then she saw him again.

"I drained you yesterday," she said. "Are you ready to surrender control to me again?"

"You don't want to do this," he said.

"What are you talking about?"

"You're changing," he said. Mateo Marcos de la Cruz didn't consider himself to be a scholar or a wise man. He wasn't a priest, a shaman, or any of the ancient patriarchs who claimed to understand the wider world. No, he was a warrior, which meant he knew how to swing a blade and hold up a shield. He could ride reasonably well, and he understood how to master his fears.

Only now, he looked at that beautiful girl, and he pushed back his temptations.

"You're changing," he said again. "You can see it in your own eyes, can't you? See your reflection, listen to the sound of your voice, and you will feel the truth. You are changing. When you first saw me, you were this tentative, timid girl. "

"You're right," she said slowly.

"But if you release me, if you soften your touch and make it so I can get out of here, I will join my fellow soldiers, and you won't have to worry about me any longer. I can be the warrior I was always meant to be."

She dipped her head forward. Some of her hair fell in front of her face. She had her eyes aimed downward, so he couldn't read her expression. Had he pricked her pride? Perhaps she'd begin to cry?

Then she lifted her head, and he saw her face, and her lips weren't shaking. Her eyes weren’t wet either. Instead, she grinned at him, "Mateo Marcos de la Cruz," she announced, "I have no intention of letting you go or making this easy for you."

His lungs tightened. His chest tensed, and he stared at her. She sauntered forward, her steps loose and graceful. At the same time, a different kind of fear spread through his body. "But if you want, I can make sure you beg for your release. I can make sure you plead for it. I can make sure you are so desperate that you would give up anything to enjoy that bliss."

"I hate it," he insisted. "I will always hate it."

"Because you want to join your fellow bandits?"

"They aren’t bandits! We, we…"

"It's okay," she said. "Just stop and think about the kind of man you want to be. You don't have to be a warrior who goes out. You can defend your homeland without raiding." She was taking a risk, and she knew it, yet she didn't see any choice, especially if he intended to be the kind of warrior who threw his life away in some foreign war dedicated to enriching his lord.

"Look at me," she instructed.

At first, he refused to obey.

"We both know you have several days. We both know this won't make a difference. So I want you to relax because you don't have a choice. I want you to surrender. It's okay. Just surrender to me," she said. When she first stepped across the threshold into that cell and saw the naked form of this man, neither of them could have envisioned the scenario where she would speak with that frank, easy confidence. But now she ran her fingers through her hair, and she smiled at him. Then she lowered herself down in front of him.

"I don't want to feel your mouth," he insisted.

"Then why are you hard?" Felicia asked him.

"I, I…"

"It's okay," she said. "You don't have to lie here. You can be honest with me. You can tell me the truth. We both know what you want right now. You are a man, and you have your urges, and I'm a young woman who can fulfill them. Would you like that? Wouldn't you like me to make you feel good?"

At first, Mateo thought she was taunting him again. But now his fingers tightened against his palms, and he tugged against the shackles, and then he finally looked back down at her. When his eyes locked on the curves of her face and the bridge of her nose and the shine in her eyes, he experienced a flash of excitement. It was sexual, yes, but there was something else as well, something magnetic and almost unstoppable.

What was she doing to him?

His breathing quickened, and he wondered if she was some kind of demoness. Did such things actually exist? Yes. They had to. There were too many monstrosities out in the world. Perhaps that was one reason why he favored the feel of a sword hilt in the palm of his hand. He could hold onto that solidity and swing down, chopping through his enemies, one after another. He could be brave; he could be powerful.

But was he still that man?

"You like this," she said as she looked up and read the doubt playing across his features. At first, she barely touched him with the tips of two fingers. She moved her digits along the curves of his shaft. "You like this, you want this, and you can't help yourself, but that's okay."

"I should be able to control myself," he insisted.

"Why?"

"Because I'm a warrior," he said.

"But you could be more than that. You could learn to master your feelings by embracing them. Right now, you think denial is the path to freedom, but it could be something else."

"No," he said. "You, you're trying to trick me."

"Is it a trick if I actually care about you?" Felicia asked. She braced herself on her feet and stood. She looked into his eyes. That's when she reached out, and she ran her fingers along his forehead, and through his hair. Then she caressed the side of his ear before stroking his neck. She caressed his chest, and then she had both of her hands on his shaft once again as she squeezed and played with him. "It's going to happen," she said. "You might as well enjoy it."

"No…" Mateo insisted.

"Yes," she answered.

She watched as he tried to block out the sensations. He bit down hard into his lips, and turned his head to the side. He strained against his chains, pulling as much as the iron links allowed, yet it wasn't enough. It wasn't anywhere near enough because she still had easy access to his body. She stimulated her boy, teasing him, playing with him, and watching as he squirmed. At the same time, his skin grew hot, and his panting sped up. He sucked in one breath after another, every pulse of air another declaration of what he craved.

"Maybe you can fight me later. Maybe you can try to resist. But right now, this is a gift. I don't have to make you do this," she reminded him. At the same time, she was thinking about the timeframe.

No one, least of all Felicia herself, had ever expected this boy to remain trapped here for so long. She was supposed to be the one who failed within the first couple of days, perhaps a week at most. And yet, almost all of the other cells were empty now, and she had proven herself. Yes, she was a sister, and she was dedicated to His service, but she had discovered something about herself.

She faced off against the other girls. She did more than that; she knew how to bring this boy to his knees. And now she ran her hands along his shaft, stimulating him. She sent those sensations darting along his flesh, making him groan and growl. Each sound he made only amplified her pleasure. Yes, she was wet. Yes, part of her wondered what it would be like to be grabbed by him and to throw him down onto the floor, to climb on top of him, and to take him hard. She had envisioned it so many times while alone in the dark. With her fingers, acting as a poor proxy, she imagined the rounded tip of his cock pushing into her. She could ride him, her knees pressed tight against his flanks. She could move forward and back, her hair swinging with every movement of her torso. Yes. That was what she craved.

Of course, if she actually took him like that, she would forfeit this challenge. Yes, he was there to learn self-control, and perhaps it was easier for her, especially because she didn't find herself in the restraints, yet that element of denial remained for her as well.

Still, her mouth watered, and that's when she pushed the length of his cock up, and then she licked the base of his shaft. She ran her tongue from the spot right above his scrotum all the way to the tip. Then she went back to using her fingers. She squeezed him, gently working him up.

"Are you ready?"

"I won't do it," he promised.

"We both know you will."

"No," he told her again.

"We both know you will," she repeated. There was something playful, something teasing in her voice now. It was so easy for Felicia to set the pace. If she wished, she could have let go, stood, and walked back to her own small room. She could have closed the door and slid her hand between her legs. With her middle two fingers, she could have explored her slit. She could have played with her crevice, savoring the rush of heat.

And of course, she would still be in control. She would wield back power, deciding exactly when she intended to succumb to the temptation.

This man, however, didn’t enjoy that same freedom. Instead, she was the one who would decide when he lost control.

He was close, so incredibly close. She kept him right there. It had become a game over the last year or two. She often wondered how long she could keep him in that state of desperate eagerness. Sometimes, he clenched down and his orgasm came faster than she intended. But over those weeks and months, she had learned more and more about his body.

"Are you ready to beg for it?"

She pulled her hands away. He said nothing.

She stretched her limbs out, first to her left then right, then up into the air. She brought her hands back down toward his cock, only she drew back again. A playful chortle vibrated from her throat as she grinned.

In that moment, she could tell he needed to look away. He was trying so hard; he wanted to turn his head. He blinked a couple of times, almost like he thought he could hide in the darkness of his eyelids. In spite of his best efforts, he couldn't do it, not really. He bit down, locking his teeth together as he fought. It wasn't enough. Despite his vaunted willpower, he failed.

Another chortle thrummed from this girl as she stroked him. "You're going to beg for it," she said. "You know it won't make any difference to your clock. You're staying right here. I'm not letting you go. But you might as well enjoy this, don't you think?"

Again, he didn't answer. Summoning up the best of his willpower, his resolve, his determination and the beliefs he had clung to for so long, he tried to hold out.

And then one small word left his lips, "Please."

She stood, but she still had her hand between his legs. She was still rubbing him, giving him that consistent stream of stimulation. It pulsed through his body, as her soft, delicate hand moved along his shaft. She toyed with him, more and more. She brought him close. She kept him there. She insisted that he struggle against those desires, even as he wished he could just clench down and climax.

But no. It wouldn't be that easy for this boy. She knew what she was doing, and she didn't intend to stop. She wielded the expertise of a girl who had been given the opportunity to experiment for years. Each day, she learned something new. She had honed her skills, and now she made him squirm.

"That's a good start," she whispered into his ear. "That's a very, very good start. I'm proud of you. I'm proud of you, but you can do better. Go on, Mateo. Do better. Show me how well a warrior like you can beg."

The correct words pulsed through his head. I won't do it. I won't do it. I won't do it. I won't allow this girl to control me! I won't let her torment me or humiliate me like this! I will defy her. She thinks she's smarter than me; she believes herself to be better than me. I can use that against her. I have to! I have to hold out! I can't allow this to happen. Those words continued to run through his head, but it didn't matter.

"You want to fight me, but you can't. Deep down, you know it. You understand how good this is going to feel. Indulge. Indulge right here. Indulge right now. No one else has to know," she said. "No one else has to know how much you love it."

"I'm supposed to be better than this," he insisted.

"Or maybe you should think about becoming something else," she told him.

His eyes widened right as she squeezed his cock again, and he truly believed she would allow him to climax at that moment. Or rather, he thought it would be forced; it was a mandatory obligation, something he couldn't possibly escape, especially while the shackles still encircled his wrists.

His noble defiance sputtered and broke apart. He tried to rebuild those defenses only his efforts didn't work. He couldn't surpass her even as his mouth started to move. He couldn't decide if this was a conscious choice, some biological necessity, or maybe something else entirely. Had she tricked him? Had she mesmerized him?

"Enjoy this," she said, her tone light and playful and seductive all at the same time. "Enjoy this because you know you don't have any choice. Enjoy this because I'm a beautiful girl standing in front of you, and I want to make you feel this."

She squeezed and rubbed him. She used all of her skills to expertly draw out that orgasm. His back arched, his buttocks clenched, and the tips of his toes pushed down against the stone floor beneath his feet. As every muscle in his body clenched, his tendons stretched, and he jerked against his bonds, only he wasn't attempting to escape.

Instead, Mateo lost himself to that orgasm. It exploded through his body, turning everything vividly white-hot!

"Good," she said, almost laughing, although shouting. "Good! Come for me! Show me what you can do! Don't think about anything else. Just listen to the sound of my voice!" She didn't know whether or not those words could break through the haze of pleasure, yet his head drooped down a few seconds later, and now she surprised him.

She reached up, and she stroked his cheeks. She ran her fingers through his hair. She caressed him with the backs of her hands. She moved her palms up and down along his chest, just barely touching him. Once or twice, he twitched. It was obvious he enjoyed this. He tried to resist it, yet he couldn't help himself. It felt so good! He wanted more!

"You don't have to think about this or what it means," she told him. "Just relax and let it happen."

That's when she cupped his cheeks in the palms of her hands, and she gently kissed him.

In truth, Felicia hadn't expected any kind of real response. Instead, she assumed he would maintain his stoic recalcitrance. Yes, he had groaned and growled and even begged, but now she kissed him, and he leaned forward. He pressed his lips to hers. He kissed her frantically, eagerly, like he craved so much more.

Felicia opened her eyes. She drew back. Her eyes narrowed. Confusion splashed across her thoughts, but then she quickly got dressed and turned away. She headed back out into the hallway, closing the door behind her.

Her heart was pounding fast, her lungs pumping.

She knew what she wanted, and yet, she just saw something, something she hadn't been able to explain.

Did he want her?

Yes, she had worked for that singular possibility, yet it always seemed so distant, like trying to reach for the clouds, moon, or stars.

At the same time, she understood something else. She was a naïve girl; she may have learned about this boy and his body, but did that transfer the skill she needed?

For several long seconds, she stayed there in the dark of the hallway. She didn't say anything. She didn't speak. But then she swallowed back her nervousness, and she straightened her back. She stretched her arms and contemplated what all this meant.

She didn't know. She would pray. She would meditate. She would try to understand.

But for the time being, she was tired, and so she trudged back up the stairs.

A few seconds later, she heard it, whispers, giggles, angry hisses.

"I can hear you," Felicia called out, surprising herself. When she spoke, her voice didn't reverberate with nervous uncertainty. On the contrary, she took command with just those few syllables. "You might as well step out of the shadows."

She was up on the first floor now, but it was late, and her sisters should have gone to bed.

Angela stepped out into the meager light first. The young woman had her hands on her hips, and her eyes were narrowed with barely disguised disdain.

"What are you doing here?" Felecia ignored Angela's friends. Instead, she simply focused on the brat standing before her.

"We wanted to check up on you," answered the other girl, but there was a snide undercurrent. "You're so young and inexperienced. We wanted to make sure that you weren't overwhelmed by your man."

"And there's something else," said one of her friends.

"What?" Felecia snapped out that singular question. Only a few moments before, she had been uncertain and frustrated. But now she had a clear enemy arrayed in front of her. Yes, Felecia was on her own, but she had changed. She had accomplished so much, and now she tightened her fingers into fists. She didn't think these girls would want to fight, not here, and not now, but if they intended to attack, she would use everything she had. He had given her fingernails, teeth, and fists. She would put them to good use…

"How are you doing it?" Angela asked. In some other tone, that might've sounded like a genuine request for information. More importantly, she could have sounded like she admired Felecia. Instead, the other blonde showed her teeth when she spoke. "How are you holding him here? Are you having sex with him? Have you decided to become his whore?"

Heat played across Felecia's cheeks right away. Maybe there was a hint of embarrassment as well, especially because she had those secret thoughts. Of course, neither Angela nor any of her friends knew anything about that. They're just playing with me. She's trying to provoke me. I won't let her win.

As those thoughts pulsed behind her eyes, Felecia walked right up to the other girl. Angela's friends may have taken a step back, but the other blonde didn't. Instead, she continued to stare right back at Felecia.

"What happens in that cell is none of your concern, but I will tell you this. I have broken no rules, no strictures. I have been loyal to our order. You might be a cunning, manipulative little brat who thinks she understands everything, but I am not. I understand humility."

With those words hanging on the air, Felecia shoved her shoulder into Angela. The other girl stumbled back as Felecia strode by and headed toward her small chamber.

Anno CCVIII

"How long are you going to try to keep up this game?" Luna asked her prisoner. "Do you think you can truly succeed?"

Before, it had been stubbornness and defiance and the drive for his philosophical purity that had enabled Felix to resist her charms. Granted, she had drawn those orgasms out of his body. Countless times over the years, yet he still fought. Through all of it, his dedication to his intellectual purity had pushed him forward and granted him the strength to try to resist.

Other men, he suspected, would have broken far more quickly. From one orgasm to the next, their willpower and defiance would have been drained away, leaving them as eager pets and playthings for a demoness like this girl.

Felix wouldn't allow that to happen. Even now, he had no idea how long he had been here. Years. And yet, that singular word seemed to conceal so much from him.

"What, what are you talking about?" Felix asked.

His cock was longer and thicker than it had been before. For so long, he had refused to look down at his lengthening shaft. It was the result of weeks or months of torment from the board. She stretched it again and again. When his shaft started to soften, his member pulled against the stretching board. The metal pin held as gravity and physics tormented him. Then, invariably, he got stimulated. He couldn't help it, not after the piercing she had given him. Fresh excitement flared through his body, and then his manhood stiffened, making him harden all over again.

In the first day or two, Felix had tried to relax. He'd struggled against his body and the mechanism she used.

None of it worked, however. Despite his best efforts, he couldn't force the excitement away. Those desires flared through his frame, growing stronger and stronger. He was constantly stimulated now.

At some point, he had decided to start counting. The stretching board had made it almost impossible for him to sleep. Maybe, once or twice, she had removed it, only for him to fall into a deep and uneasy slumber. When he dreamed, everything became a broken set of abstractions.

Maybe he imagined that girl standing over him. Maybe he saw himself crawling on his hands and knees. Maybe he saw himself kneeling before her with a leather strap around his cock and balls, trapping him in that small harness before she tugged on his leash. Maybe he thought of the metal bands she sometimes locked around his cock to keep him stiff and excited even after his orgasms…

His body was changing, he could tell.

As she stretched and coaxed his cock to grow more and more, Felix didn't know what to do. He didn't know how to fight back, especially because she changed him. She modified him. She altered the dimensions of his body, and he didn't know how to stop it or how to fight back.

By this point, it wasn't even a question of his reactions. It wasn't an exercise in mental acuity, fortitude, or defiance. It had morphed into something else…

What?

"How long are you going to pretend that you don't enjoy your captivity?"

Enjoy his captivity? The thought made his eyes pop open as he stared at her through the gloom. "You, you're insane if you think I enjoy this," he said.

"That's the fun thing about men," Luna told him. "It doesn't matter what you tell me because I can see your body. At this very moment, you are stiff. Stiffness means excitement. Excitement means pleasure. In fact, I could touch you right now and let you out of the board for a little while. Maybe I will give you time for you to soften and sleep."

"And what would the price be?" Felix did his best to sound aggressive, defiant, skeptical and angry all at the same time. He tried to sharpen his tone into something dangerous and threatening.

It didn't really work, not when that black-haired girl had just crossed her arms over her chest and smiled at him. At moments like this, he wondered what he would have thought if he saw her in and inn or maybe around a communal bonfire. If he saw her at a festival, would he have been able to turn away? Would he have been able to ignore her, so he might focus on his studies?

Yes. Absolutely.

But then, he had been so adept at ignoring the female half of humanity.

"Tell me how much you enjoy this," she said as she reached down and pinched at the tip of his cock until the sensation ran through his body. It wasn't pain, not exactly, yet that shock of stimulation made him instinctively jerk against his bonds. He wasn't trying to escape. Instead, it was just animalistic panic. It burned hot through his skin, flashing along his nerves.

She pulled her hand away.

"Tell me you enjoy this," she insisted again.

"I won't," he promised.

"How many times have you lied to me? I'm interested. You know, for a moment there, I was seriously thinking about whipping you for each lie you told me. But then, that might be dangerous, don't you think?"

"Do it," he insisted. His voice may have been ragged, and he understood what he was demanding, but he refused to back down. "Do it," he breathed out. "Whip me for each lie you think I've told you."

"Is that how you think you're going to escape this cave?" She chuckled and shook her head. "No. It won't be that easy for you. You see, I’m educating you. I'm teaching you. I'm giving you the insight you need. Maybe you can't understand it, and maybe you haven't learned to admit it yet, but that's okay. I don't mind." The corners of her eyes crinkled with amusement. "I will give you all the time and attention you need, monk."

"I'm not a monk," he said. "Not anymore."

"That's right," she said. "You're a slave now, aren't you? I'm breaking you. I'm re-sculpting you. I've already made you so much longer and thicker," she said as she reached down and slid her fingers along the underside of his manhood. Shivers of desperation pulsed through his body.

"Tell me you enjoyed that," she instructed.

"Never," he shot back.

She grabbed him and pulled him to the side. At this point, he didn't fight. His arms strained against his shackles, but she had access to his ass. She slapped that soft patch of skin, her hand flying down in one sharp, tight arc before she struck. Hot pain blossomed along his body.

The first time she had struck, he hadn't really comprehended how it could sting like that. And yet, now he embraced that pain to the best of his ability.

It didn't work, not really. Some instincts couldn't be mastered. Pain, no matter how much he wished to accept it, still grated against his nerves. It still stabbed down into his psyche. It still ripped across his defenses.

"You're drugging me," he said, more to himself than to his captor. "You drug me to keep me sensitive to all of this, don't you?" It took extra effort to get the sounds out onto the air, especially because the pain continued to reverberate along the curves of his buttocks.

She had spanked him. This seemed like a punishment appropriate for a child, and yet she knew how to make it sting. She sent the sensations pulsing through his body. They ripped through his defenses, leaving him vulnerable, raw, and exposed.

Luna shrugged and giggled flirtatiously. "It helps you," she whispered into his ear.

His cock twitched when he heard those words.

And now she stroked his length with the slide her fingers up and down along his girth. She touched the underside of his shaft, giving him the stimulation he craved yet attempted to deny. "There is heat and pleasure," she said. "It is good. It makes you feel good. You want this. You crave it. You can deny it. You can lie to yourself and to me, but this always tells the truth." As she spoke, she wrapped her fingers around his stretched cock. That's when she giggled.

"What?" Felix asked, not because he was actually curious about her thoughts; rather, he needed a distraction.

"There are men who would be so grateful for an opportunity like this. Look at how much bigger you are now! Inch by inch, I’m making you into a better man."

"You're trying to break me," he told her.

Luna shrugged. She didn't deny it, "It can be more than one thing. The world is complex, wouldn't you agree?"

That's when she stepped back. She had her arms crossed over her chest again, and she leaned forward just a little bit. That's when she kissed the tip of his nose, his left cheek, then his right.

"Admit it. Admit how much you enjoy this. Admit the truth. You can't deny that pleasure. It is primal. It's animalistic," she said. Her voice took on a hypnotic quality as she encouraged him. Even so, Felix bristled. He tried so hard to fight it, yet she knew exactly how to touch him. Her fingers slid along his body, sending one burst of delightful anticipation after another along his skin.

All this may have been true, but he still had to fight.

But then she kissed him, and her hand dropped down to his cock. She stroked and played with him, adding fresh kindling to the blaze that had already blossomed deep within his core. The urges grew stronger and stronger, nearly overwhelming him. Of course, she already understood his body. She knew how to read his movements, those panting gasps, and the way he twitched and struggled.

For her, it was all obvious and easy. She knew how to manipulate him. She knew how to touch him, and how to take what she wanted.

After that kiss, she pulled away, and the corners of her eyes crinkled with mischievous ecstasy. "Admit it," she instructed again. "Tell me how good it feels."

She squeezed the tip of his cock. She manipulated his piercing. She stimulated him, drawing the excitement forward. "It can’t feel so good," he panted out.

"And just like that," she said in a slow whisper, "I break you." The words popped out onto the air, one enticing sound after another.

Felix tried to hate it. He tried to find some sense of treachery or humiliation. Despite his best efforts, there was the sense of completion as she stroked him.

She had pulled the board away; she could taunt him freely. Yes, she let that piece of metal continue to penetrate him, but it only added to the excitement as she moved her hand along his cock. She stretched her digits along his shaft. From one moment to the next, pulses of desire shot along his body. They emanated from deep within his core and worked their way up into his chest, along his shoulders and through his arms, down to his hips, along his legs, all the way to his toes.

"Come for me," she instructed.

There was something about the tone of her voice and that quick, alluring cadence.

Right as she spoke, she gave him the stimulation he couldn't deny, ignore, or resist. A tsunami of heat and pleasure and white light seemed to cascade across his body, sex using his frame and making it impossible for him to think. Every idea, every notion, philosophical question, and belief suddenly faded away, lost to the torrent of heat and pleasure. It washed over him, unyielding and irresistible.

He was coming!

He was coming so hard!

His shaft throbbed and pulsated. He could feel it, one moment to the next as he was forced to climax. Moment by moment, he lost his load; the ecstasy swam through his body, and he now felt as though he had nothing left. Spent and exhausted, he slumped forward, hanging there from his restraints.

Distantly, he thought of his adolescence. He remembered entering manhood and feeling his cock harden in the dark of night. There had been those dreams. He had pictured some village girl whose name he had now forgotten. She had been very pretty, and he wondered what it might be like to touch her, wend his fingers along the soft contours of her hair, to see her smile at him, to kiss her…

He still remembered his first orgasm, that night when he woke up, only to feel his shaft already throbbing.

It had been intense and pleasurable and somewhat disturbing. But now, Luna forced something deeper and so much more powerful.

He lifted his head to stare at her, to glare.

"What?"

She was smaller than him, yet that didn't matter. "Nothing," he said. "That's right, boy," she replied. That's when she stepped forward, and she whispered into his ear, "You can never escape, boy. You can never get away. You belong to me, and you will always belong to me. You are my property now. I own your cock. That's why I can alter you. I can modify you, train you and sculpt you. Consider yourself to be a toy or work of art. You are mine. You will always be mine."

She stroked his cheek and stepped back.

Felix needed to argue. As hard as he tried, he couldn't make his mouth move. His lips refused to shake those defiant words, and so he acquiesced. He didn't defy her because he couldn't, not anymore…

One thought continued to pulse within him: I can never get away.


Chapter 9: Defy

In the Year of Our Lord, 1208

Felicia held onto the letters. She gripped them tight underneath both of her arms as she scurried down the steps. That's when she heard something. It was the sound of grinding? The sound of metal on metal? Her brows creased, and she slowed to a stop. Her instincts prompted her to figure out what was going on.

That's when she finally saw the two girls standing in the middle of the corridor, each one glancing nervously over her shoulder. "What, what is this?" Felicia found herself asking. Her thoughts of stealth and furtive reconnaissance faded away.

"Shit," one of the girls snapped.

"Angela…" Uncertainty rang through the young woman's voice. She was one of the newest recruits to the nunnery; because she didn't know what was going on and because she hoped to find protection, she had quickly gravitated toward Angela. Now, it seemed, she had no problem helping her leader break the rules.

"You can't be down here," Felicia snarled.

Only then she heard something.

Shackles fell; mental clattered against the stone floor.

Felicia started to head toward the cell where her boy was kept, only then she saw that he had been freed. He was standing there, naked, looking down at his hands. His fingers moved along his body, and there were those other beautiful girls all around him.

Angela spun, "Get her out of here."

"Mateo?" Felicia asked.

Her former prisoner glanced up, only he seemed to be genuinely disoriented and confused, like he didn't understand what was going on. More than five years had elapsed since he last saw another woman. Not only that, he was now standing several feet away from the wall. Yes, he had been escorted out from time to time, but this was different, and he knew it.

Felicia suddenly found herself getting grabbed by two of the other girls. They yanked, and they were surprisingly strong. More likely, Felicia didn't know how to react. She tried to jerk her arms free, only it didn't work. She twisted, struggling, tensed her muscles, fighting for some leverage, only she was near the steps now.

Felicia braced her feet and shoved down.

One of the girls fell, hitting her head. She let out a squawk of dismay. "She shoved me! That bitch shoved me!"

Two more girls appeared. Angela's friends?

Felicia wanted to shout something, but they had her outnumbered.

At this point, Felicia stopped thinking. She didn't try to ask questions. She didn't seek answers. Instead, she shoved forward again. She wasn't trying to fight, not exactly; she didn't have any kind of plan in mind. She didn't know what she was doing, yet she still had to try. As those thoughts flashed through her head, she rushed forward. She broke free, and she shoved a different girl. Crashing into her, Felicia didn't know what would happen; all she could be sure of was that she had to get back to that boy. She had to talk to him, to figure out what was going on. Most importantly, she had to stop Angela!

That one drive propelled her forward, and it almost worked. She slammed her feet down against the floor, and she made her way toward Angela. Another girl kicked out, tripping Felicia. Maybe it was a beautifully calculated maneuver. Maybe it was a frantic accident. Ultimately, it didn't matter.

Felicia went tumbling, and the world spun around her. She hit the stone, and everything turned to a haze. Frantically, she heard words. Someone was telling someone to get out of there. Someone was telling someone to leave.

Second by second, Felicia thought she could feel something dribble down along her forehead. It was warm, but she couldn't name it. Distantly, she could feel the kick of her heart, yet she still didn't understand what was going on.

Then she closed her eyes.

Maybe she slept.

Perhaps she passed out.

She opened her eyes again, and there was a sense that only a couple of seconds or minutes had gone by. But was that possible? Was that really possible?

Felicia thought she would stumble back up onto her feet. She expected awkward, ungainly movements as she tried to get her body to respond. Instead, a shot of adrenaline ran through her body as she scrambled back up onto her feet. She raced over to his cell. Sure enough, she saw the empty shackles.

He had left.

Where? Where had he gone?

For just a second, Felicia closed her eyes, and she could feel the tears welling up at the corners of her vision. She desperately wanted to scream out, only then she reminded herself she had to think. She had to figure out exactly what all of this meant.

What could she do?

Anything?

Did she have any options?

Then she almost laughed because those same thoughts and questions probably occurred to Felix all the time, especially when she had been teasing and tormenting him.

Could she go to the Sister Superior?

Felicia had no proof, no evidence. Besides, if he had decided to relinquish his honor and escape, that was his prerogative. He could run off, ignore his vows, and become a mercenary or a bandit.

Felicia bit down.

No. He deserved better than that. He had tried so hard, and obviously the other girls had tricked him. They had caught him in a moment of weakness. Perhaps they had even touched him as she had…

Fury stabbed across her skin as her nails dug down into the palms of her hands. She turned away from the empty cell and stomped back up the steps.

Right there, at the top of the stairs, she saw him.

She immediately recognized his outline. He was still naked, and it was light out, but Felicia couldn't see any of the other girls.

"Mateo?"

His name echoed against the stones, and he tensed, his muscles locking up as he jerked back around. He looked like some mighty stallion or maybe a buck that might bolt at any second.

"It's okay," she said. "Peace. Peace, boy."

Somehow, those words settled him. He relaxed, if only slightly. If she messed this up, if she made the slightest mistake, he would panic, she quickly realized. He would jump up and run away as fast as he could. Maybe it was shame, confusion, or something else. Maybe, without the shackles, he could never face the kind of demoness she had become.

"This is my chance."

She took one step up toward him. He tensed again. She stopped. She held her breath. She didn't look away, nor did she turn her head. Instead, she focused on him with her hands raised slightly, and her palms pointed toward the floor.

"This is a temptation," she answered.

"This is my chance," he said. "I can leave."

"They let you out, didn't they?"

"Yes."

"Do you know why?" As she spoke, she imagined herself, talking to some angry, confused animal. At first, she had thought of him as some sleek, powerful beast that could lope away and disappear into the trees. Only then a different thought occurred to her.

He was a predator. This man was a warrior...Despite his captivity, he would surely still be able to fight. Those old instincts would come racing back, and he could roar and attack at any moment.

Knowing this, Felicia maintained her position. At the same time, she didn't turn away. She didn't allow fear to course through her body. When they had first met, she had been a gangly teenager, the kind of girl who couldn't possibly understand a man like Mateo. But now, she took one step forward. He still remained tense, but he didn't sprint away, nor did he attack.

"No. Why? Why did they release me? I, I didn't do it. Did I?"

"No," she said with a smile. "You didn't do it."

"I haven't learned self-control," he said.

"You haven't," she said. "But if you allow me, I can take you back. You can continue. You can master your skills. You can gain everything you've wanted."

"I don't think I can," he said. A second later, he turned away.

"Mateo," she said.

At this point, she took one step after another. She headed straight for him. She still had her hands up and out. She wouldn't provoke him, yet she had to get closer.

"Wait," she commanded.

He stopped.

"Stay," she said. In that instant, she didn't know if that was a request, a plea, or something else entirely.

Then she reached out, she ran her fingers along his shoulder, down his arm, and all the way to his hand. She wrapped her fingers around his. "Give me a chance," she said, imploring him. "Just give me a chance. You think you can do that?"

"What, what are you going to do?"

"I'm going to take you back," she said. His eyes widened.

"You can do it," she told him. "We both know you can. You are something different, Mateo. You are different, and you can come with me. You know you should."

"I, I…" His voice trailed off as though he couldn't understand how those words were supposed to work.

"You're a warrior," she said. "Show me that you can fight. Show me that you are willing to do what it takes to win."

Please, she thought or mouthed.

Then she gently tugged on his arm.

She took them back down into the darkness and into another cell.

Anno CCX

It happened one day.

He hadn't been able to anticipate it. He hadn't planned for this. In spite of his education, his thirst for knowledge, and his determination to learn all he could, he wasn't ready for this.

The shackles...felt different. At first, he didn't understand how anything could have changed. For so long those metal bands had encircled his wrists, keeping him locked against the wall. But now, now, he started to rotate his wrists and shift his arms. As he moved, he felt that bizarre slack, the opening, the extra space…

No. It seemed impossible. At the same time, he still looked around, searching for some kind of explanation. It seemed like there had to be a logical reason for what he was experiencing.

He lifted his eyelids and found himself on the floor of the cave just as always. The lantern barely glowed now. As he squinted through the half-dark, he searched for her. At the same time, he listened intently, thinking he would hear her soft footfalls over the grinding of those stray pebbles underneath her boots.

Was she gone?

It seemed impossible.

Yes, she had left him alone many times before, only this felt different. Had something happened? Had someone scared her off? Or maybe the universe simply decided to smile down upon him?

His chest tightened, and part of him wanted to wait, if only because he couldn't bear the possibility of disappointment. He nibbled on the inside of his mouth as he slowly turned toward the shackle around his right wrist. Yes, it looked as though it had come open, not completely, but enough…Early in his captivity, Felix had wondered about the locks, the metal bands, and the mechanisms that allowed those chunks of metal to hold him captive for that beautiful girl. After a while, he had given up, realizing that his knowledge of the locks would be completely irrelevant since his fingers were too far away to take advantage of anything he managed to figure out.

Besides, it had all been completely theoretical. At different points, he had tried to imagine how a lock might work, but these were just the best guesses of a man desperate for escape. Without time to truly study the different components and how they fit together, his best efforts wouldn't have changed anything. That's why he had allowed his mind to drift in other directions.

Only now, Felix tried to pull his hand free.

It didn't work, not at first.

He could still feel that extra space.

He started to squirm, to bring his fingertips together and to try to make his hand as narrow as possible. He pulled down. The edge of the shackle dug up against the sides of his hand, but he didn't care. Heat splashed along his interior. He could feel that flare of warmth, and now there was perspiration along his brow despite the chill soaking into the air.

Consciously, he refused to let the different possibilities coalesce into real ideas. Yes, the possibility was there, but he didn't think about it explicitly. Instead, he pulled down, he wiggled his hand, and suddenly he was free!

"I can't escape," he whispered.

Right as those words hit the air, he flinched, dipped his head down, and he felt strange, especially because his arm now had this extended range of motion. For so long, his limbs had been trapped, chained to the wall and not entirely under his command. Now it felt as though he had forgotten how to reach forward, how to step away from the wall…

Felix turned, and then he saw the shackle. It was just as loose as the first one had been. He grabbed onto it, and his fingers tightened down against the iron band as though this whole thing had been some kind of strange mirage. Maybe it didn't really exist at all.

An uncertain sardonic smile stretched across his lips, only he didn't know what to do. He pulled his arm away, and now he dipped his head down, and he checked the restraints around his ankles. They had already been opened.

What was this?

Again? Was Luna playing with him?

Or maybe this was some kind of dream?

He thought of the allegory of the cave once again, and his mind jumped to the different possibilities. Had she drugged him again? Maybe there was some kind of exotic narcotic running through his bloodstream, making it impossible for him to see the truth. And yet, he took one tentative step forward, then another, and he looked down at his cock.

He was hard. He couldn't help it. There was something exciting about this possibility of freedom.

The sense that he could leave made his heart thunder in his chest. And yet…Felix didn't turn to the left or right. For a long time, he had suspected that the cave entrance was off to his left, and yet he didn't shove his feet down against the stone floor, nor did he run ahead, slashing his fingertips through the air as he darted with all of the speed he could muster.

Why not? What held him back?

Felix didn't have an easy answer to that question. Instead, he hesitated.

Again and again, he thought this had to be a trick.

Did it matter?

He strained his senses, squinting and tilting his head to the side as he tried to pick up on any random sound, something that might tell him what was really happening. This could have been a trick or a trap. If so, why bother?

Felix truly didn't understand what she may have had in mind. Or maybe she had to flee?

If so, then why did she loose in his restraints? Was it possible he had managed to break the shackles himself? It seemed unlikely, but maybe he had struggled against those bonds in his sleep, and they had torn loose. He had worn them for years. He had strained against them again and again, fighting with all he had. Maybe they had finally given way?

And now, he had understand why he hesitated.

"I have to do this. It doesn't matter if it’s a trick or a trap or a game for that girl. I have to do this," he whispered.

Still, the hesitation gripped him. He thought of her touch. Not only that, he looked down at his elongated cock.

For a moment, he was tempted to remove the piercing. And yet, he knew how good it could feel.

"Later," he told himself. And then he trudged forward, taking one step after another. As he walked, he gained speed. At the same time, the movement of his legs sent this tension racing along his body and up to the tip of his shaft. Yes, he stayed hard. Not only that, he could feel the member bob and sway as he rushed forward.

And then he saw it.

Sunlight!

It was bright, so impossibly bright!

Felix could hardly remember the last time he had been out in the sun. Yes, the idea existed as an abstraction, but he had forgotten what this kind of illumination could be like.

He blinked, confused and disoriented. And yet, his eyes adjusted nonetheless. He had to hold up his hand to try to shield his vision, but he started to blink quickly, and that's when he heard her laughing.

"That took you a while," Luna said to him.

In the Year of Our Lord, 1208

"This is where you belong," she said. "For now." She kept her voice low. She didn’t tease him. She didn't taunt or mock him. It would have been easy to laugh, especially because she had so much authority, only she kept her voice low and sincere.

"What, what are you saying?"

"Relax," she instructed.

"No," he said. When he saw that girl with her golden yellow hair, he started to remember what it had been like. Fear played across his face. He had once known how to fight, but things had shifted. His reality had been altered by captivity, and now he started to push past her.

"Wait," she said.

He stopped.

"If you stay here, you can challenge me. You can challenge yourself. You can be the man you have always wanted to be. Or maybe we'll find something else. Maybe we'll find something better." She uttered those words, one after another, and part of her dreaded the reality of what had to happen next. He would keep walking. He would march out of the convent, and he would disappear from her life forever.

Just as Angela and her friends had planned, Felicia would fail.

"Why would I want to do that?"

"Because you know how it's going to feel," she said. Tentatively, she looked forward, sliding back in front of him. He seemed so much taller now, especially without the shackles around his wrists and ankles. He was naked, yet he still carried himself with a sense of power and strength.

"I can make it feel good," she continued. "I can give you the test you still want."

"What if I don't want it? My friends, my brothers, they are all overseas. They are fighting, and I should be with them."

"You can't be with them if you don't succeed," she said. At the same time, she reached up, and she brushed her fingers along his cheek, then down to the tip of his chin. "Besides, I think there might be another reason for you to stay. Please? Please, just look at me."

His eyes had been aimed in some random direction, yet now he looked down, and his gaze locked onto hers. "Let me bind you. Please, let me take control once again. You might not understand this, but you have to know it's the right thing to do."

"Why?"

"Because…" Felicia struggled hard to utter the right words. She understood what she needed to say. The ideas were right there, simmering at the edge of her thoughts. Moment by moment, her heart kicked faster, and she intended to speak, only the words still failed her. Finally, she threw herself forward, and she wrapped herself around him. Through the layers of her habit, he could feel the stiffened contours of her nipples. Her breasts squeezed against his chest, and she closed her eyes. "I don't want you to go."

"I…"

He said nothing more.

She squeezed him, holding him tight, embracing him with all of the strength she could muster. Of course, she wasn't capable of holding him back. She had grown over the last couple of years, and maybe she was no longer the same gawky, awkward adolescent to had touched his shaft for the first time.

But she was something else, something different.

"Trust me," she said.

His eyes tensed, his lips hardened, and it was obvious he wanted to push away. That's when she leaned forward again, and she kissed the right side of his neck, then his left. She pressed her lips to his after that, and her tongue darted out as she played with him. She had kissed him before, but it was never like this. He no longer wore the restraints, and he could make his own decisions. He could decide what he would do right then and there. He wasn't her captive; he wasn't her property.

But then she dropped her hand down between his legs, and he stiffened right as she wrapped her fingers around his cock.

She tugged, just a little bit, just enough.

She pulled him forward, and she guided him toward one of the empty cells. She pushed him up against the wall, all while she continued to hold onto his cock. She used his manhood like a leash; she guided him back into the cell, and then she took him by his arms. She brought his wrists to the restraints.

"Why are you doing this? What you care so much?"

She didn't answer at first. Somehow, she couldn't bring herself to utter the words. Then she knew she had to tell him the truth. She had to be honest with him. She had to face the reality of what it meant to stand there in front of this bare warrior.

"I care about you," she said. "I care about you, and I want to be with you. I, I love you." Her eyes watered slightly. She didn't know if it was just a question of freedom or something else entirely. But then it didn't matter because the shackles clinked shut.

Anno CCVIII

When he stepped out of the cave, Felix didn't know where he was, not precisely. The trees seemed familiar enough, yet they still felt like the remnants of some long forgotten dream. A sense of familiarity may have slithered through his skull, yet he still understood a simple reality: he was free...

Somehow, he had made it out into the wilderness. He was no longer confined to that cave. He was no longer powerless and trapped. And yet, he didn't have his clothing, and now he stopped. He wondered if he should double back and see what he might have been able to find. Clothing? Equipment? He was naked, and this was the wilderness!

No. The idea nearly made him burst into hysterical laughter. There was absolutely no way he could return. For all he knew, Luna was back in that cave. Maybe there had been a mistake. He didn't know for sure, but he couldn't test his good luck.

Even so, something held him back. Part of him wanted to break into a run, and sprint through the trees as fast as he could. He didn't care about how she had stretched his cock or how his body had changed.

Before his captivity, Felix had been perfectly capable of wandering around on his own. He had made his own decisions, hunting from one truth to the next as he searched for enlightenment.

But now…Despite his best efforts, Felix couldn't to do it again. Instead, he shifted his weight, and he wanted to step out into the sunlight, to bask in the heat and warmth and freedom.

And then he thought he heard something.

Giggling. Laughter.

His eyes widened, and he spun around, desperately terrified of what he might find. Where was she? Was that her?

He thought he heard her voice.

He spun around, and he tried to peer through the darkness in the cave, but his eyes had adjusted to the sharp illumination. No, he wouldn't be able to see her if she tried to sneak up on him.

Knowing this, he understood what he was supposed to do. It was simple. Run. He had to run. He had to get away from her as quickly as possible. In spite of the simple idea, he still stood there. He hesitated.

She had told him more than once that he would never be able to escape. He wasn't supposed to be able to get free. And yet, he looked down at his pale skin. Once, before he had been taken, his complexion had been fairly dark. Now, after years hidden away from the sun, his flesh had taken on a pale complexion.

He didn't want to go back.

And yet, he still couldn't move. Something held him in place.

He tilted his head to the side. He thought he heard her voice again. He spun to his left, then his right. He searched in every direction for that beautiful girl. What if she reappeared? What if she came upon him?

She understood more than chemicals. She had mocked him for the ease with which she had stalked him the first time. Was the same thing happening here?

As hard as he tried, Felix couldn't decide one way or another. For all he knew, she was gone. Perhaps she had decided to abandon him. She had collected all she needed to, and now she could move on. Perhaps she had grown bored, and now she intended to find a new captive, some other hapless male who would find himself trapped by that petite girl.

The moisture drained away from his mouth as he contemplated these different possibilities.

"I must move," he finally growled. He pushed through his fear, he started running.

Then, between the trees, he heard that sound of her laughter again. He was pumping his legs, straining his weakened muscles, and pushing himself as hard as he could. But when those sounds brushed along his eardrums, fear gave him extra strength. He ran harder, kicking his bare heels down against the forest floor.

He didn't know where he was going. He didn't know what he would do.

Then he heard her voice, and there could be no question, "What do you think you're doing?" That simple question seemed to echo from every direction, all at once.

He skidded to a stop, spun again, and searched for her. He couldn't see her. He couldn't find her!

Then he turned around again, and she was standing right there in front of him.

Attack! Felix had no choice. He tried to throw himself forward, but she raised her hand, and she exhaled. She blew another white powder into his face. He inhaled it automatically, his eyes going wide. Sputtering and coughing, he tried to get it out of his body. Then, because he had no other choice, Felix tried to run again.

"You’re never getting away," she said. "You seek truth? You crave lessons? Learn this one well, boy. I have you, and I'm never, ever releasing you. You are mine!"

Before her concoction could soak into his mind and body, he stumbled back. The corners of his vision had already started to blur. He lifted his chin and stared up toward the canopy of branches and leaves overhead. His thoughts stuttered, becoming erratic. He tried to put the different ideas together, yet he didn't know what to do.

Run. He had to run! He tried to hold onto that simple idea.

He took one step. He tried to jump into the next one. He wanted to leap forward and sprint away as fast as he could. He needed to swing his arms through the air, and to let his momentum carry him forward. He didn't need a destination so long as he could get away from that girl.

"Stop."

Maybe she shouted her command. Perhaps not.

Either way, he stumbled forward but he lost his balance, and he ended up on his hands and knees.

That's when she grabbed him. She stood in front of him, and now she took him by his hair. Then she grabbed his cock, and she squeezed. "You know what this is? This is your leash. This is how I own you. This is how I control you. You can't get away. You can't break free. You belong to me. Say it."

It could have been the drugs she used on him or something else entirely. He didn't know, he couldn't think it through either.

Over and over again, he ached to believe he was stronger. He wanted to believe he could fight back. He was supposed to be a man; males were supposed to have those physical advantages. Nature should have blessed him with the strength and ferocity needed to fight back.

And yet, she still held onto his cock, and she used it like a leash.

It was time for this boy to return.

As Felix tried to fight, there was no sign of his resistance or rebellion on his face. Her herbal concoctions did their job; he remained serene and apparently sedate. She told him where to go. She pulled on his manhood. She guided him forward, taking exactly what she wanted, knowing full well he would never be able to break free.

Better yet, he would know it now as well, especially because she intended to let him keep this memory…


Chapter 10: Oath Breaker

In the Year of Our Lord, 1210

Felicia understood the truth, at least from a theoretical perspective. She had her faith in her prayers, her intuition and what she had learned. Somehow, none of it added up to what she really needed at that point. In spite of her best efforts, she couldn't conjure any kind of confidence as she made her way down those steps.

Seven years...minus three days.

She thought about scurrying into his cell, perhaps while he was asleep, drawing her fingers along his cock, teasing and stimulating him until he finally broke. It would have been so easy, and yet she couldn't do it. This was her conscience. This was what she understood to be right. Perhaps she hadn't chosen the life of a sister, yet she still had faith. Perhaps in the world, the order could be flawed. Maybe certain parts of life were unfair. In spite of all of this, Felicia still intended to stay true to her own beliefs and convictions.

She wouldn't trick him.

She walked into his cell, and she considered the naked, chained boy. After their first attempt to free him, Angela and her friends had recognized the truth. Felicia had a different kind of hold over this man. And even if the other girl snickered and flashed her dirty looks at every opportunity, they couldn't alter the reality of her relationship with this warrior.

"So this will be the last time I touch you while you wear the shackles," Felicia announced.

"It's been seven years."

"Almost seven years," she said. "This is your last chance to fight me and win. If you do, you will be able to leave. Do you understand?"

"And if I don't, I must marry you," he said.

"Yes." She tried not to flinch when she heard the word "must". And yet, she still walked forward. At first, she had on her habit, but then she disrobed. She pulled off those thick layers. The air was cold against her bare skin now, but she enjoyed that feeling of freedom.

She wouldn't force him; she wouldn't trick him or trap him.

That much was clear, only she now reached forward, and she took him between her hands. She didn't employ the techniques she had mastered over the last seven years; instead, she stimulated this man. She touched him and rubbed him.

She waited for him to fight, to growl or to resist. Perhaps simply snarling at her would have been enough. She waited for some violent declaration, something vehement and resolute like, "No. No. I'm going to win. Finally, I will defeat you. I will master my own desires and join my comrades!"

She had been gentle with him for the last two years. She had coaxed out those orgasms, one after another, compelling him. At first, she had wondered why. Now there was a possibility, but she couldn't decide if she had confused hope with the truth.

"Tell me," she instructed. "Tell me what you're thinking."

"You," he confessed, his voice raw and strained with the inevitable truth. "I'm thinking about you."

Felicia needed to ask. The obvious question was right there, floating on the tip of her tongue, yet she couldn't voice it. Instead, she pulled her hands away. At the same time, she looked up into his eyes. She was a sister; she wasn't supposed to love; this was supposed to be a test, one he should have passed in a few days, a few weeks, or maybe a few months. Even now, her sisters marveled at the skill with which she had broken his defenses again and again.

But it might not be enough, she knew.

Her heart thudded as a different kind of dread pushed its icy tendrils through her body.

She dropped her head down until her chin touched her chest. She nibbled on the inside of her mouth, and she didn't know what to do. Her eyes watered. She waited for him to say it.

He wouldn't.

Felicia could tell right away. In the last seven years, she had learned how to read this man. She knew him better than she had ever known anyone else. They had spent countless hours together, first as she learned his body, then as she learned more and more about him. He had made his confessions, sometimes provoked, sometimes volunteered.

And now, she brought her hands back up.

She waited for him to tense.

"Please…"

"What do you want?"

"I, I want…"

Unconsciously, she had started to stroke and squeeze, caress and fondle his shaft all over again. She brought him closer and closer. At the same time, she contemplated what he truly desired. He was supposed to be a warrior; he was supposed to crave nothing more than glory out on the field of battle as he triumphed over his enemies.

And yet, she wanted to lean forward and kiss him. She wanted to taste his lips one more time.

How was it possible? How could she still harbor these doubts? She had never known him, not truly. As far as she was concerned, it was impossible for a woman to ever truly understand a man. Although she could tease him and torment him, that wasn't the same. It was a different kind of intimacy she craved, one she wouldn’t be able to steal away as she had taken one orgasm after another from him.

"I don't want to be a warrior," he said. "I, I want to be yours!"

She narrowed her eyes and pulled her hands back. She touched his cheeks. She brushed her fingers along his neck, and then she leaned forward and kissed him.

"Are you telling me the truth?"

"Yes," he said.

"Prove it," she demanded. She dropped her hands to his cock again, and she touched him. "Come for me."

She squeezed him. She rubbed her body against his, and he could have fought. He should have been able to hold out for hours, if not minutes.

Within seconds, she squeezed again, summoning that rush of pleasure. He growled out, defeated and spent as his shaft pulsated all over again.

He could no longer go for three days.

He could no longer join his order.

Instead, he would become something else: Felicia's husband.

Anno CCX

"Say it," she instructed.

Somewhere deep down within the labyrinth of his mind, he hoped for some rush of defiance. He yearned for the chance to argue, to fight back, to resist. And yet, his defiance had been stripped away. From one year to the next, she had modified him as she saw fit. Iron bands now encircled his cock, maintaining his erection at all times. He couldn't help it. Between the piercing, the stretching board, and those rings, he had lost all control over his body.

She kept him shackled most of the time.

It was no longer necessary to keep him restrained each hour of each day, not when she had completely modified this boy, shaping him, and sculpting him into the man she desired. He didn't need to think for himself. He didn't need to argue or fight back.

"Please, Mistress. Please, touch me. Please, make me come!"

"And when I do, what does that signify?"

He had gone searching for the truth. He had wandered the world on his quest to find meaning in life. And now he had it: enslavement. His life had been simplified.

He didn’t have to worry about aesthetics, ethics, or epistemology. Those vaunted disciplines had been stripped away, stolen. Now he found himself as her plaything, a toy to be touched and used, drained and spent whenever she felt like it.

Felix, the former monk, answered right away. The words tumbled from his mouth. He couldn't resist them; he couldn't fight them. He couldn't push back that deluge, especially because he could feel it now. This was the truth. This was the only truth that mattered.

"It means you have complete control over me, Mistress. I, I'm your property. I am your boy. I belong to you."

"Why is that?" Luna whispered to her broken captive. Her breath was warm against his cheek even as her hand moved along his torso. She kneaded his biceps before working her palm down to his right flank, his stomach, his left flank, then down toward his cock. She didn't stroke his shaft right away. She came close, and maybe her fingertip just barely grazed his flesh for an instant, sending a shiver of pleasure running through his body.

"And to think, it only took seven years," she said.

"Yes, Mistress," he agreed. When had he started calling her that? When did he start using her title? He couldn't remember the exact day or month. He couldn't remember the first time those syllables left his lips, but it didn't matter because this was his truth now. This was the only truth that could matter. Ensnared and owned, he yielded to her authority even as she sent another brush of sensation running through his body.

This time she grabbed onto his scrotum. She tugged on his sack, her fingers fondling and manipulating his body. He twitched and pulled against his restraints. At this point, he understood the reality of his situation; he could never get away. Sometimes he dreamed about that one day when she had loosened his restraints and allowed him to run off.

Luna guessed what he was thinking, "That's right. I broke you by enticing you, didn't you? I gave you just a taste of freedom, and then I took it away because that's not who you are. That's not what you want. You don't want to be a monk, you know, a philosopher. What are you?"

"I'm yours," he said, uttering those two words, knowing they were as true as anything else he had ever said.

"Yes," she agreed. "You're mine. You are mine to do with as I please. Don't worry, Felix. I'm going to take very good care of you. I want you to live a nice, long and healthy life. I want you to feel utterly trapped at all times. I want you to understand that you belong to me. There is no other truth. There is no other reality. That is your existence."

"Yes, Mistress," he agreed.

Finally, she wrapped her fingers around his lengthened and stretched cock. She played with his stiffened member, gently touching and teasing him just as she had done so many times before. At some point during his captivity, he had once argued that this couldn't work in perpetuity. Gripping his mastery of logic and inference, he had tried to insist that he would somehow, someday get used to her touch. Physical contact would no longer be able to stimulate him, he had argued.

It had seemed like such a good idea, one that might allow him some taste of escape and freedom. If he could defeat her and show this girl that she couldn't play with him forever, then she might as well let him go. Right? It had been a cute argument, one that made her laugh.

At that same time, she told him, "Felix, I come from a long line of women just like me. We are raised to tease boys like you. It's in our blood. We are drawn to the hapless males. We drain you. We show you where you belong. We keep you for our pleasure. And even when I'm gone, my work will live on—perhaps one of my daughters or another of my bloodline will someday find my work."

"Your work?" Felix had asked as the doubt pulsed through his body.

"You have seen me writing in my book. It will be passed from one generation to the next. Someday, another girl will learn all about the male sex from my work. She will see my pictures. She will learn from those drawings. If I'm lucky, she will read my words. Either way, it won't matter because she will become an expert in male pleasure." She grinned at him, revealing the edges of her teeth. "That's your weakness, Felix. That is the weakness of every boy out in the world. When a woman learns to control your cock, she learns to control you. She learns how to own you. You are owned."

In an instant, he had tried to argue, to fight. And yet, there had been something so sincere, so powerful and truthful about her words.

He hadn't been able to resist, and now she touched him again. She fondled his balls and squeezed his cock.

"You are mine," she said. "You will always be mine."

As he gasped from one hungry breath to the next, he tried to say something. He failed.

She squeezed him, bringing him to the edge of release, only to loosen her grip again. Yes, she would force him to climax, but it was only a question of when. Ultimately, this was a decision only Luna could make as his owner. He didn't get to make that choice. Before his captivity, he had prized his own sexual continence, only she had stripped that away, illustrating over and over and over again over the course of long years that he belonged to her. His body and his instincts, his deepest desires, all belonged to her.

"Yes," he said, forcing the agreement out of his mouth. "Yes, Mistress. I, I belong to you. I will always belong to you. Men are weak. We can always be controlled. We can be drained. You can strip us. We, we will always be vulnerable."

"Now you understand," she told him. "Now you know the truth." She increased that pressure, her fingers tight around his shaft as she forced him to climax. No, it wasn't his decision. She could have stopped; she could've turned away and left him there, aroused and desperate. Instead, she forced him. She made his member pulsate. With his manhood in the palm of her hand, she made this boy come again!

In the Year of Our Lord, 1210

The ceremony had been simple.

She had stood in front of the altar with the priest just a few feet away. And there had been her captured and conquered warrior. He once thought he would be able to withstand her charms. The bastion of his willpower had stood for many long years, but now she had him.

"You may kiss the bride," said the priest.

Mateo leaned down, and he touched his lips to hers. It was gentle, almost chaste. Considering what she had done to him over the course of those long years, it seemed almost incomprehensible. And yet, the church filled with their guests grinned and clapped, laughed and cheered. This was a day of celebration, the union of Mateo Marcos de la Cruz, and his bride.

Felicia smiled brightly. And soon, they went back to his estate. As a skilled soldier, he had made a great deal of money. Granted, that had never been his ambition, but now he could spend it on his beautiful wife.

"Tonight, I will claim you as my wife," he whispered to her.

"Tonight, I will submit as your wife," she said. But then she added in her favorite, conspiratorial tone, "And you will never forget what I can do with you and to you and for you."

She glanced at down toward his crotch and noticed how his shaft stiffened upward. Yes, he had left that cell and no longer wore the shackles around his wrists, but that hardly mattered.

And now they were in their bedchamber, and he grinned at her. He grabbed her, and he pushed his bride down onto the bed. It was somewhat softer than anything she had experienced at the convent. This wild sense of luxury surged through her body as he pushed her down and climbed on top of her. He straddled her. He still had his hands on her wrists, and now he leaned in to kiss her. His lips touched hers, and he could be her lord husband.

Only then she grabbed onto his wrists. She pulled her hands back, and she tightened her fingers around his arms. She rolled him onto his back. His eyes widened for a moment.

"You might be strong enough to hold me down, but we both know that's not how this is going to work," she told him with more confidence than any girl her age should have been able to summon. And yet, his eyes widened, his lips pursed, and he found himself nodding. It was a quick, shallow tip of his chin.

As far as the rest of society was concerned, their marriage would be normal and standard. He would be the lord of this household, as was his right as the man. And yet, behind those closed doors and within the hidden shadows of their bedchamber, it was clear she wouldn't allow anything to change.

She leaned back, and she stripped off her dress. She squirmed and shivered. It took more work than she expected, but she didn't care. Maybe she heard some the fabric rip. Again, she wasn't concerned. There were servants for those minor repairs.

Once she had stripped off the white garments, she had thrown them to the floor, and now she saw her husband down on his back, naked as well. She hadn't been the only one to wrestle out of her wedding attire. Eyes shining bright, she pounced. She grabbed him, and she kissed him. She straddled him, her knees pressed up against the sides of his chest. She cupped his cheeks with the palms of her hands, and she tilted his head to the side as she kissed him furiously. Hot excitement roiled through her body, flaring along her nerves as she enjoyed every second of his touch. Excitement thrummed through her body.

She had left the order; she was free to enjoy herself.

Unlike so many other blushing brides who didn't understand how this worked, Felicia knew exactly what she wanted. Now she could finally take it!

When she reached back and brushed her fingers along the underside of his cock, she wasn't surprised to feel his stiffened girth. Her fingers encircled his member as she stroked him.

"I'm going to make you come again," she promised. "And when I do, I will always be your wife, and you will always be my husband, and you will never get away."

"Yes," he panted out. She ran her fingers up and down along his link just as she had done so many times before, only now he had grabbed onto the bed sheets, his fingers bunching the fabric.

She leaned back. She spread her legs. She grabbed him by his cock, and then she lowered herself down. By now, her slit was already damp. The heat resonated throughout her body as she teased him. In fact, she used the tip of his cock to massage her opening. She played with her crevice, turning him into little more than a toy. At the same time, she threw her head back. At some point, her hair had fallen loose from those elaborate braids, and now was a wavy mane of gold.

"It's cute when you try to hold out," she said.

Right as her pussy hit him, his defenses broke. "Please? Please?"

"Is this what you want?" Felicia whispered as she dipped down, enveloping the tip of his cock. She only took about an inch. Even then, she pulled away almost immediately. "I can see how hard you are trying to fight. You don't want to admit the truth. Even now, you think you can resist."

"I can't," he said, uttering his passionate confession. "I can't. I can't resist. I can't fight back! I belong to you!"

Felicia threw her head back and laughed. She thought of the book. She didn't know where it came from. She didn't know of the girl who lived a thousand years before her, yet the gratitude remained. Felicia didn’t need to know her genealogy; she didn't need to know the connection. It still existed; it stretched through the ages, empowering Felicia to do exactly what she wanted.

And now, she claimed her husband, lowered herself down inch by inch until she had taken him completely. His cock was now trapped between the hot, wet walls of her pussy.

She pulled herself up, came back down, sliding along his shaft as she enjoyed it, the friction of their bodies against one another while the incandescent pleasure danced along her nerves as she threw her head forward, her soft tresses splashed against his face. She lifted her head again, and she peered down at him through the curtain of her hair. Then she kissed him again. As she continued to ride him, sliding along his length she enjoyed herself.

"I will be your wife, and you will be my husband. I, I belong to you, and you belong to me," she promised.

That's when she sped up, coaxing that orgasm from his body. Only this was different. They were connected as she claimed him, taking this boy and forging that bond between them. It was more and less, different and exactly the same, all at once in a way Felicia couldn't comprehend as she cried out. And when she moaned through the pleasure, the sounds bounced off of the walls and bathed them in the truth of the escape they had discovered through one another.

The End


Connect with me:

My name is Anna Ritter; thank you for reading my story. I love books about erotic power play, and I’m eager to connect with my readers and talk about our favorite fantasies. You can email me here at ARitter664@gmail.com. Feel free to ask questions or send me ideas for future stories. I’m also available for commissions.

My favorite games:

Female supremacy is my favorite fantasy. I love stories and novels about entire societies where women have seized control. Men are reduced to the status of chattel, slaves, and toys for their female superiors. In these storylines, men can fight, but they’re destined to lose. Sometimes women have taken control based on magic or technology. In other stories, women are just smarter and work to outmaneuver the boys who foolishly thought they were in charge.

Dominant women make up many of the characters in my stories. These tales focus on wives, girlfriends, and other female rivals who take power in specific microcosms. Here, the women are still very much in charge, but their control is limited to a single man. He’ll still be enslaved, but the rest of the world remains largely the same.

Chastity training is intense. Boys are obsessed with their libidos, so there’s something magically enticing about locking a man up and reducing him to a pathetic, kneeling slave ready to obey every command. Sometimes these males need to be tricked. Maybe they need to be blackmailed or even kidnapped and forced into a chastity cage. One way or another, they’ll give in. Holding his key is one of the most delectable pleasures I can imagine.

Cuckolding is another incredible fetish. Since I am interested in how men can lose control, I’m fascinated by the idea of a wife or girlfriend who’s decided that her man just isn’t good enough. Yes, she still cares about him and wants to keep him around, but he will be a slave, forced to watch his girl with another man—if he’s lucky. This kind of the trail is one of those ultimate expressions of power and control.

Bondage can be psychological, but I tend to prefer the literal restraints. The notion of having a man strapped down, his arms and legs spread, his naked body on display is powerfully erotic. I love knowing his girlfriend or wife can touch him and tease him, forcing him to beg and plead. His dignity drains away as he succumbs to that overwhelming desperation.

Spanking is an amazingly simple punishment. Take a man, put him across your lap, and spank him. Make him cry out. Pain might be one of the oldest incentives, but it works beautifully. When a man whimpers, he understands what he’s lost.

Humiliation is one of those tools men seldom acknowledge. They want to believe they’re capable of dealing with any slight or insult, only this isn’t true. So many men are incredibly fragile. They tell themselves that they’re powerful, but they still worry about what the women nearby might think. Getting collared, leashed, and crawling before a woman is an incredibly humiliating experience. It strips him of his identity now that the world can see who he really is.

These are just a few of my favorite fetishes. If a game involves taking or losing control, I’ll probably love it. So please, if you have any fantasies or ideas you would like to share, feel free to email me: ARitter664@gmail.com.

Commissions:

Do you have a fantasy you just have to explore? If you’re interested in hiring me for a commission, you can get started by sending me an email.


Other Works by Anna Ritter

Sometimes I get asked about my other projects, so here are some of the novels, novellas and short stories that I especially enjoyed writing.

Novels

American Matriarchy

A realistic novel:

Stacey Farber is a wildly successful businesswoman who is now funding the construction an entirely new city called Bella Springs. She’s doing this for one reason: promote female supremacy. In this new city, women will enjoy every advantage. The outnumbered men in this city will discover what second-class citizenship looks and feels like. Farber uses her influence to ensure women have every opportunity to succeed when it comes to employment, compensation, political power, and freedom. Men like Matthew O'Reilly are given curfews and uniforms, turning them into second-class citizens. College students Mia and Zack enroll in the new university, but he’s confined to "service" classes, focusing on pleasing the woman rather while she’s busy learning leadership skills. Despite their efforts, men remain surrounded by powerful women who may not let them go, all of which demonstrates how “The future is female.”

This 85,000-word novel features extreme female domination, male subjugation, spanking, public humiliation, stocks, chastity training, pegging, and more.

Male Disadvantages

A realistic companion to American Matriarchy:

This is Bella Springs, a new city where women have taken complete control. The founder, Stacy Farber, built the city with one ambition in mind: ensure female supremacy. She wants to see the men of the world enslaved, and she’ll prove it’s possible here in her new city. This collection of short stories illustrates what life is like when women rule. The men here are subjugated, owned, and humiliated on a daily basis. When the future is female, men had better prepare to surrender. Women enjoy every advantage. In Bell Springs, being male is the biggest disadvantage of all.

This 78,000-word anthology features female domination, pegging, chastity training, bondage, and humiliation.

The Matriarchs

A mostly realistic novel

A virus infects men, causing them to lose their ability to think rationally and engage in mindless aggression. Women, led by the female President of the United States, seize control and help the men behave. They develop a control band to stun males when they lose control and succumb to their virus-induced emotions. With the virus still running rampant, males lose power. Male lawyers, judges, doctors, and corporate executives all lose their influence and positions of power since they can no longer be trusted. Their wives and mothers must handle every decision. A young man, Jordan, decides to go to college only to face strict rules and severe consequences when he messes up. He must be obedient, docile, and subservient to succeed in this new world.

This 115,000-word novel features female supremacy, human puppy play, spanking, bondage, pegging, and male subjugation.

Love Locked

A realistic novel:

Amber and Brian have grown up together, only it’s time for their relationship to change since she’s about to become his keyholder. She’ll have complete control over Brian's manhood. She will win every argument, and Brian will eventually improve his grades and become a useful member of the household. Amber now sees Brian as her brother, but she wonders if she should view him as something else—maybe a slave?

This 65,000-word novel features extensive female domination, chastity training, domestic discipline, and spanking.

Prisoner 616

A mostly realistic novel:

Nick Athens, an analyst at a local investment firm, is determined to maintain his position in the female-dominated finance industry. He doesn’t know it yet, but one woman might take away any chance he has, especially if she can trick him into committing a crime. The female supremacists in charge are reforming the prison system for boys like Nick, forcing them to wear collars, restrictive jumpsuits, and chastity belts. If he messes up, Nick's only hope will be his sister, Chloe Athens, a journalist who can write about his situation and potentially trigger a public backlash to get him released. Chloe would need to learn about the facility and its conditions, but her initial ambivalence might evolve into something new if she begins to see why these boys deserve to be leashed and caged.

This 128,000-word novel features a gynarchy, bondage, male chastity training, CFNM, discipline, teasing and denial, female supremacy, foot worship, oral service, and extensive humiliation.

When Women Rule

A mostly realistic novel:

Things have to change in Crystal Canyon, a city where men are losing their free will. Everyone can see how this community must change to meet these new challenges. If every male automatically obeys any command uttered by a woman, then everyone will need new rules—an a new hierarchy. Men are becoming more reliant on women for guidance and training, leading to a decline in their independence. Dr. Elizabeth Hunt, a psychologist, notices this change and crafts a plan. Soon, the men are forced to accept women as their handlers, trainers, and owners. Step by step, these boys are becoming slaves. The girls in Crystal Canyon may be kind or cruel, but they all share a common goal: own the boys.

This is an 80,000-word novel about the sexual subjugation of men.

Wild Space

A sci-fi novel:

Humanity will eventually reach beyond our solar system, but to do so, intrepid explorers and ambitious men like Aric Donovan and the crew of Ranger 3 will first travel to Tau Ceti. Their journey will take decades, so the crew of Ranger 3 will need to enter cryogenic sleep. While they’re gone, Earth will change. There’ll be wars, unimaginable destruction, and a rebirth. The matriarchy will take control, leading to advancements in science and technology. A new starship will reach Tau Ceti in just five years. They’ll catch up to the Ranger 3, so this new crew must decide whether to let the wild males sleep or wake them up and retrain them. Corporal Cara Dare, the sole woman on the Ranger 3, may be able to save Donovan and the rest of their crew. Or she might be tempted to embrace a new way of life if it means women rule while men serve and obey.

This 70,000-word novel features female domination, a futuristic gynarchy, extensive bondage, elements of medical play, pony play, CFNM, male humiliation, spanking, and hypnosis.

Witch Mark

A fantasy series:

The world is complex and difficult to understand, especially when it comes to the covens and spellcasters who have learned to tap into the arcane winds and manipulate reality. Although these women remain hidden, they have the power to shape reality to fit their desires. Marina Diamonte, as one of these empowered casters, has ignored her family's political intrigues. But now, she’s preparing to compete for the leadership of her coven. Along the way, she’ll have to claim a boy for herself. She discovers Eric Samuels, a boy who seems to resist her influence. He intrigues her. More importantly, he knows how to amuse her.

This 49,000-word novella is Part One of the Witch Mark series. This novella features extensive female domination, elements of gynarchy, bondage, mind control, orgasm denial, chastity training, CFNM, foot worship, and more.

Automatic Training

A sci-fi novel:

Isaac Drake arrives in a new city and is greeted by an autonomous vehicle. In seconds, the car traps him. He’s strapped down and helpless…like cargo. The car reaches an automatic training facility where female supremacists use specialized devices and AI to train males like Isaac. The women here will use conveyor belts, collars, and chastity cages. Within a week, these boys will become servile slaves eager to please their owners. Isaac is one of the first males to endure this automatic training.

This 80,000-word novel features gynarchy, domination, pegging, chastity training, robots/automation/androids, CFNM, bondage, hypnosis/mind control, ideological reeducation, and more.

Auctioned on Athena

A sci-fi novel:

In the far future, Justin is a navigator on a courier ship; his captain tasked with a mission to purchase plasma converters in a city dominated by women. Along the way, he must contend with the humiliating catcalls and demeaning comments from women. If he fails to return to a ship, his status as a Registered Male will be revoked, and he could be taken or sold to any of the trading syndicates. He’s a tempting target since a boy like Justin could fetch a high price in the slave markets…

This 115,000-word novel features a futuristic gynarchy, extensive female domination, bondage, male humiliation, pegging, chastity training, teasing and denial, exhibitionism, CFNM, and much more.

Novellas

Male Progress

A mostly realistic novella:

The patriarchy is eroding as women like Elizabeth assert themselves and take control of their families. Her son, Felix, still clings to old fantasies about male independence. The school district is implementing Male Progress Reports to encourage better attitudes and behaviors in high school. Boys like Felix are required to wear a leather collar with two buttons, green and red, which will be used to record their decisions and overall behavior. Each collared boy will be assigned a handler, and she’ll decide what kind of punishment or reward he deserves based on his number of merits and demerits. Felix's sister, who is expected to be his handler, will review his scores and decide his punishment. This boy should know better, but he can’t help himself. He gets one demerit after another. Clearly, he needs some extra discipline.

This 25,000-word novella features extensive female domination, bondage, male humiliation, elements of orgasm denial, all set in a nascent gynarchy.

No Escape from Matria

A modern fantasy novella:

Matria is a small, beautiful country with a pristine lake, forests, and ancient castles. However, it is a country where women are in charge and slavery is still prevalent. Daniel Michaels, a photographer, is designated a Wild Male and has a couple of weeks to document Matria. If he stays past this assigned deadline, he’ll be eligible for enslavement. Daniel has traveled extensively, but Matria is a strange and dangerous place—especially for boys. Leaving should be easy…only something is intent on keeping him here. If he can't escape, he will be captured as he confronts Kayla, Amanda Amata, and Lady Renata. Whether he likes it or not, Daniel Donovan is about to discover the true nature of this land.

This 27,000-word novella features extensive female supremacy and domination, bondage, male subjugation, elements of chastity training, light pony play, and more.

Surrender in the Sky

A paranormal fantasy:

Like so many other business travelers, Samuel is used to long hours in the air. He tolerates the cramped seats and drone of the engines as the world passes by beneath the plane. This time, there’s a storm. Lightning cuts across the sky. He blacks out…and discovers he has fallen into a new dimension where women rule. It’s a new reality. He’s no longer on a jet; instead, it’s some kind of zeppelin. In this reality, men are owned. In this world, women are dressed in fine clothing, while the males are naked and leashed. Samuel struggles to understand the differences, but then he meets Marina Castillo, who senses his potential and seems willing to help him return to his own world—unless she has her own agenda.

This 26,000-word novella features extensive female domination, a strict gynarchy, male chastity training, pegging, spanking, orgasm denial, and much more.

Into Her Web

A superhero fantasy:

Nova City is a wild, wonderful and chaotic place with dozens of superheroes and villains who call this place home. And yet, there’s an odd dynamic. There might be male metahumans, but most individuals with superpowers are female. Riptide might be one of the few men with extraordinary abilities, yet he’s still a powerful superhero. During the day, he’s Logan Drake, a marine biologist. But when he takes on his secret identity, he uses his superpowers to improve the world and help people. He is getting a lot of attention. The Weaver has special plans for Riptide. She can drain Riptide's strength and strip away his powers before she retrains him as a slave. Without understanding the danger, Riptide may have already stumbled into her web…

This 33,000-word novella features extensive female domination, bondage, male chastity training, humiliation, and pegging.

Short Stories

Social Status

A mostly realistic short story:

Over the past five years, significant changes have occurred in the United States, leading to a backlash from the women who’re tired of toxic masculinity and the dumb decisions made by elected officials. Women have taken charge, which has led to the creation of the Male Monitoring Bureau (MMB). The MMB regulates male behavior and has even created a new social status: male chattel. Logan had the chance to be a good and obedient young man, but he's been reclassified as male chattel, ending his freedom in one instant. He calls his best friend Tricia Perkins to help him understand his new status. And yet, Patricia has plans for Logan...

This 11,000-word story features a female dominated society, female supremacy, male submission, foot worship, elements of chastity training, bondage, spanking, and other forms of punishment.

Surrender Ceremony

A mostly realistic short story:

In the new future, women have taken over and men are stripped of their rights under the Female Supremacy Party. Weddings are replaced by Surrender Ceremonies, where a woman claims a man, either as a slave, pet, plaything, or servant. Allison enjoys Brandon's service, but he still believes he has something to say about his future. Perhaps he’ll learn the truth when he’s spanked and humiliated at his Surrender Ceremony.

This 10,000-word story features female domination, a strict gynarchy, bondage, elements of pegging, male humiliation, CFNM situations, spanking/paddling, oral service, and chastity training.

Pony Inspection

A realistic short story:

As the world changes and women assert themselves as the nation’s rightful rulers, Luke must turn himself in at a processing facility to face indentured servitude. But this won’t be the kind of servitude he expected; he discovers that the boys are being turned into human ponies, stripped of their rights, trained, and even put on display. This man is about to learn the meaning of service and obedience.

This 6,000-word story features female domination, intense male humiliation, extensive pony play, bondage, and more.

Tutoring Britney

A realistic short story:

Jared might be smart, but he’s also naïve, especially when it comes to tutoring. He automatically assumes he should be in control with his students, but Britney is a charismatic girl who understands how the world really works. For her, it’s easy to manipulate Jared into a game of seduction—one she’s destined to win. By the end of their first session, she’ll have him tied up and powerless. Once Jared understands what it means to be helpless, he’ll be ready to learn the most important lessons of all.

This 6,000-word story features female domination, male orgasm denial, bondage, corporal punishment, and chastity training.

Boy On Display

A realistic short story:

Ever since the recent elections, Michael and Cassie have struggled with their relationship. Michael understands he owns his girlfriend, but Cassie has a special plan for her friends. She suggests stripping Michael naked and displaying him in front of women, but she's unsure if this would help him adjust to his new status. Other suggestions include restraints, a collar and leash, and marking him to ensure he understands his ownership. The idea is just an idea for now.

This 10,000-word story features extensive CFNM dynamics, female domination, male humiliation, bondage, and a public shaving.

Amazon

Here, you can get a list of every book and story I’ve published. Enjoy!
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