
        
            
                
            
        

    
Contents




Title

Copyright

Contact Information

Count of Cautela

Anala

Count of Cautela

Anala

Count of Cautela

Anala

Count of Cautela

Anala

Mailing List

Acknowledgements

Additional Works


[image: Image]


Copyright © 2015 Samantha Love

All Rights Reserved

Amazon Kindle Edition License Notes

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


To hear about Samantha Love’s latest eBook tales of female domination, join our mailing list at the following address: http://eepurl.com/4l399



To know what Samantha is up to, "like" her Facebook page at https://www.facebook.com/authorsamanthalove



https://twitter.com/eroticwritersam




samanthaloveauthor@gmail.com


Count of Cautela




The horse-drawn carriage wriggles along the rutted earth as water splashes against the frame. I crane my head over the window grate and peer out at the mire below. The morning deluge has morphed the furrowed dirt path into an almost impassable bog. The rear wheel strikes another puddle. I back away, but the murky water leaps through the grate, finding the white of my embroidered cuffs. I close the window, locking it shut with a half-turn of an iron latch, and approach the box seat.

“Borin!” I shout. “Are you trying to drown us?”

My fatuous coachman and father-appointed mentor squirms. As he fumbles for the reins lying at the toes of his leather spats, I suspect he’s been napping. “The rocking and bouncing may be a lullaby to you, Borin, but it’s making me nauseated!”

“My apologies, Count Favian.” Borin takes hold of the buggy whip and lashes the pair of Clydesdales as if he’s whipping his own vacuous skull. The horses gallop, which does little to ease my vertigo. “Brainless beasts,” Borin adds in a daft attempt to shelter his ineptitude.

“Just keep us from breaking an axle or a wheel. I won’t spend another night in the carriage or at a bivouac beside the road’s edge.”

Borin tilts his head at this. “Your Grace, I’m afraid we’re without a formal resting ground until we arrive at your sister’s abbey.”

Borin is a poor liar. I’d have his head spiked on the rear of the carriage if he weren’t the only coachman in a hundred leagues. “Really? That’s the opinion of Borin the Wise?” (My father’s sobriquet for Borin. I would never attach such a handsome epithet to a thing so ignorant and doltish.) Borin the Brainless has no illusion as to my snide opinion of him. The collar of Borin’s coat may be thick and drawn to his ears, but I see the uneasy swallow he makes at my derisive, mocking words. 

“I only mean there is no proper, formal resting ground until the abbey, sir.”

The abbey. Perhaps the gods are vengeful—sending me, the Count of Cautela, to an abbey! Do they have no mercy? Where are Dionysus, Eros, Himeros, and Pothos to take up arms for me? Am I truly expected to take my draconian sentence of four years—four years!—in harmonious stride? And does my imperious father assume, at the end of my onerous hiatus among the dullard monks and nuns, that I will cheerfully recite the pious vow of chastity until he finds me—and I quote father—“a highborn lady of prudent choosing”? Agh.

“Nonsense, Borin. Two days ago, I spoke to a wench in Miak as you were procuring our meats and cheese. She alluded to a quaint town that would be slightly west off the main road when we come to the lone crossroad of our journey. Said we’d find the crossroad after a two-day ride north. Considering the inclement weather, we should be coming upon it by nightfall. We’ll stop there for the evening.”

As I mention this, Borin jumps in his seat as if a spider has just dropped from the top of the carriage and onto his lap. “Lies! Lies! There’s no such place,” he cries with a desperation that fails to secure my confidence. Perhaps he senses my doubt, for he immediately contradicts himself. “We cannot stop there. It’s not safe.”

A place of danger? Borin has piqued my interest more than he knows. “Oh, and why is that so, Borin the Wise?”

Borin tugs on the reins, steering the horses around a wet rut in the road. “Femolas is no place for a pair of men to stop for an evening. I know you take me for an old crackpot, but heed these truths. It would be shrewd if we continue on and forget the matter.”

Femolas. The wench failed to provide a name for this mysterious commune. I allow it to roll off my tongue as I utter it aloud. “Is that the fabled town with only females?” The twitch on Borin’s face tells me it is. “Praise the gods, and forgive my blasphemous doubt!” I crawl halfway out of the carriage’s front window and grab Borin by the shoulders. I’m so thrilled I must resist kissing the ugly bastard on the cheek. “Have you lost your wits, old man? Would you rather spend your evening lying on the cold earth with night crawlers squirming up your leg, or in the warm arms of a buxom lady with her curious fingers trilling up ye’ thighs?” I lift my arm and theatrically drag my hand across the air as if painting the sky. In my best thespian voice, I declare, “Imagine it, Borin. A place of only women. Not in heaven, but here in Middle Earth. Just up the road. Hundreds, maybe thousands. All for us. Why, they’ll be so starved for a man’s affection that our only worry need be protecting ourselves from those whom we deny!”

Borin shakes his head, failing to see my decadent vision. “You know nothing of Femolas, do you, Your Grace?”

“What more is there to know? Unless it’s filled with old dames, I need know nothing more.”

One of the horses begins to piss on the road as Borin speaks with the voice of an ominous narrator. “Femolas once went by another name. Before the Great War. It is said that the place now known as Femolas once sent all their men to fight in the war, but none survived. Their adversary found the city. Soldiers raped the women but found little else to interest them. The invaders’ commander objected to claiming the women as slaves on grounds of tribalism, so they left and continued their pillage and razing elsewhere. Afterwards, the debased women formed an enduring matriarchy where men are not allowed.”

I lean closer to Borin and sniff, but I fail to detect the scent of ale. “Who told you this wild tale?”

“’Tis in the songs and books of long ago. Rarer books than are allowed to pass through the hands of a count, I suspect.”

I clutch the window’s edge as I resist opening Borin’s head with the flanged mace hanging against the wall. Ever since Borin served a viceroy, he acts as though he’s surmounted the caste system. Perhaps an open skull would remind him of his immutable serf status. Instead, I poke a cavernous hole in his mythical story. “I enjoy the legends as much as anyone, my dear Borin, but I’m also a man of reason. If you say Femolas has been inhabited only by females since the Great War, I do wonder—and I hope I’m not being too boorish for your tastes—how do they procreate?”

Borin stares out into the open road. An impenetrable forest of untold murk with fat trees flanks both sides. Ahead, a waft of fog lingers. Borin brings the reins to his chest, easing our pace. His fear-ridden visage turns again to meet with my impatience. “That, my young Count Favian, is a question I do not wish to know the answer to.”

Sensing defeat, I push myself away from the window and fall back against my plush, velvet throne. “Throne” may be a slight exaggeration, but after seeing the Duke’s pitiful joke of a highborn carriage, I can attest that only the King has me outclassed. Not that it matters; no worldly possessions can save me from what is surely to pass. The doors are locked from the outside, and only Borin the Brainless has the keys. My only escape to the outside world is through a small window at the front of the carriage, and Borin’s portly frame blocks this sole egress. I’d use the flanged mace to break down the door if it weren’t built to withstand a battering ram. Never did I dream this protection would be turned against me. A prisoner in my own carriage. What tragic irony has unfolded, indeed. I post my feet against the nearby ottoman to sulk, wiggling the long toes of my poulaines as I stretch. 

The vehicle I sit within is nothing less than a marvel of engineering. Iron forged in the bloomery provides an indestructible frame. The finest oak—imported from the Far East along the incalculable leagues of the Silk Road—insulates my carriage so well that not even a droplet of water has managed to enter during the morning’s downpour. The ride is smoother than an Arabian carpet ride (at least when a deft coachman holds the reins). 

Reaching over, I locate my golden goblet. Opening the ottoman with the tips of my poulaines, I bend over and seize a bottle of burgundy wine and fill my goblet to the brim. Resuming my slothful pose, I quickly drink before Borin the Brainless tips the carriage.

The howling wind ripples across the road as we continue our traverse, the carriage’s boarded windows producing portentous sounds. Zeus’ lightning bolt splits the sky. Rain descends from the aperture, drumming against the top of the carriage like a thousand arrows striking the roof. I enjoy a callous glee, knowing that Borin sits in the frigid gale while I’m snugly wrapped in my wool blanket, dreaming of lecherous maidens in scant attire—or none at all. Images sweep before me: bountiful breasts, spread legs, soft skin, pleasurable cries, playful nibbling. My member swells, but I resist answering the call. This is no day for single-handed combat. Lifting my indolent self from the chair, I crack open the shutters. Already the alpenglow is forming along the pointy tips of alpine trees. Twilight is upon us; nightfall is near. The tumescence between my legs parallels the anticipation. I must get to Femolas.

My walk is unsteady, and my head swims with wine, but I manage to stumble toward the front of the carriage. I seem drunker than I really am. If Borin could keep the carriage steady, I’d have the gait of a prince.

“My dear Borin, have you kept an eye out for the crossroad? It may be easy to miss as night nears.”

A blanket of mist has settled on the road. It’s so thick I get the uneasy sense of apparitions floating within the ashen gossamer. Borin has lit a pair of torches at each end of the box seat. The flickering flames do little to pierce the imposing murk. 

“This road may be easy to miss if the fog worsens,” Borin says with a shrillness in his voice. 

“Maybe it’s common for the area,” I say to ease his concern, though I feel a matching trepidation coursing through me that the wine seems unable to quell.

“Maybe, sir.”

I retreat into the carriage before realizing that Borin has evaded my question. The tendrils of mist follow me to my seat. I fan it with a hand, but the cloudy haze persists. “Borin! Did you hear what I said?”

“The crossroad?”

“Yes, when we come to it, go west.”

Borin sits in the box seat like a statue. For a moment, I wonder if he’s real. Such a strange notion to be had. What has overcome me? Borin appears afflicted by the same enigma, for his voice answers as if he’s speaking from the underworld. “Have to continue on to the abbey, sir. Promised your father.”

I stand to protest this lousy sentiment when a call distracts me. A woman’s voice sings with vocal cords surely drawn from an angel’s harp. I throw open the window and press my ear against the netting, listening to the hypnotic arpeggio. The enchanting tune undulates from the west, arriving at the carriage no louder than a whisper. I’ve never heard such a lovely breath. Surly only the gods could produce these wondrously palpable pitches. “Borin, do you—”

“’Tis the Sirens!” Borin cries. “Quick! Cover your ears! Do not listen to it!”

I’m unfamiliar with the reference. Borin can cover his own damn ears if it pleases him. All I know is that we must go west. West west west!

I see a gap in the forest. 

“Borin! We’re at the crossroad! Turn left! Turn left!”

The carriage continues trundling north.

“Too dangerous,” he argues. “Your father would never forgive me.”

I kick over the ottoman. Along with the bottles of burgundy, gold coins spill onto the floor. I scoop up a handful. “Here!” I say, approaching the box seat. “Take it all. You can start your own life. Live out all of your days with servants in a château in the north. Take it! You are no longer in my service or my father’s.” 

Borin stares ahead. 

“Do you hear me? You are dismissed! Take my offering and leave. You may even have the carriage. Just unlock me from this prison.”

Borin has his fingers wedged deep in his ears and fails to answer me. I slam my hand against the side door with enough force to cause me to wince. I must think. The crossroad is drifting into the fog. Soon it will be but a regretted memory. Yet thoughts are too taxing. The wine has me slightly inebriated, true, but it’s the mist that carries the real toxin, a heady aphrodisiac more potent than anything a witch doctor has ever concocted.

The voice sings louder. I must heed her call.

The moments are now unfolding from within a dream. My hand lifts the flanged mace from its wrought-iron hook. Its weightlessness surprises me, for I always thought of it as dreadfully heavy article. Approaching the box seat, I bring the weapon behind my shoulder before hurling it forward. Borin’s head opens like a melon. The horses stir as brain matter splatters against their shiny coats. I continue bludgeoning my coachman until I’m beating the wooden box seat. 

“No reason to beat a dead horse,” I jest to the Clydesdales. 

I crawl out of the window, slide over Borin’s mangled remains and take hold of the reins. After bringing the horses to a stop, I hitch them to a Scots pine.

Already, I sense sanity returning. I try to gather my thoughts. Did I really just kill Borin? Curse the gods, I did! What has happened to me? I’m a bohemian—even lecherous, perhaps—but I’m no murderer. Well, now you are, says a pesky internal voice.

I look around. The sun gods have retreated, and the night is thick as Damascus steel. The fog is lifting, but my maiden continues to call me with her enchanting tune.

Climbing back onto the box seat, I realize Borin the Brainless (literally) presents a striking problem. I don’t know who will be venturing along the road, but if someone does, my sumptuous carriage will surely give away my royal status. Reports of an attacked highborn will spread faster than the Black Death. Father will hear of the dreadful news within a fortnight. I assess my options. I could say that a gang attacked us, and I went looking for help. Yes, I can envision how that will go with father. 




No, father, I had every intention of going to the abbey and was truly looking forward to seeing my dear sister, Grace, but a gang of brigands ambushed our carriage…Why am I still alive, you ask? Excellent question, father, though I certainly hope you don’t suspect any foul play on my part. If you must know, I was able to secure my life with the plentiful coin I was carrying…Yes, your coin, father, but let’s not get pedantic. If they hadn’t been in such a crass rush, I could have saved Borin as well, but you know these outlaws, father, patience is not among their virtues. After bargaining for my life, I went looking for help where I chanced upon an all-female town…Oh, you’ve heard of Femolas, have you? Yes, well, after an all-night orgy, they provided me with a coachwoman to take me back to Cautela. I would have continued on to the abbey, sir, but I knew you’d be so fraught with worry that I decided it best to return to you at once.




Yes, I’m sure that will go over well. No doubt, I won’t have to worry about the abbey after such a lively conversation, though I do have concerns about being hanged, drawn and quartered. No, I must get rid of Borin’s body and start a new life. It’s probably best for everyone (except for Borin, of course). But as father always says, “Ye’ can’t cry over spilt brains.” Too true, father. Too true.

I put the heel of my poulaine against the late Borin’s waist and thrust. He rolls. After a few more well-placed kicks, Borin’s body topples over the box seat. The headless coachman and the wet earth collide, emitting a squishy sound that’s gross even by my standards. I roll Borin’s portly frame to the side of the road. The darkness shields everything before me. A cliff could be at my feet, and I wouldn’t know. I return to the box seat, lift one of the torches and fan it along the road’s periphery. There’s a knoll ahead, followed by a spot of shallow earth. I get into a cat-like position and push Borin. 

Curse the gods, Borin is fat. My poulaines slide in the mud, struggling to find traction. The horses look at one another as if discussing the purpose of my curious actions. I suppose they could be of some use, but I know nothing of horses beyond how to ride them. Anchoring a foot along the carriage’s front wheel, I’m able to shove Borin’s body over the small ridge. Borin rolls for some distance. As his body trundles down the hill, he looks like the happiest decapitated person I’ve ever seen, arms thrown out to his sides as though he’s a child at play. I should dig a grave, but I have no tools other than the flanged mace, and with that instrument, I’d be here digging until summer. After I cover his body with leaves and branches, I’m mildly satisfied with my work. I trust the predators of these lands to finish the job.

Before leaving his body, I retrieve the key to the carriage. I think about changing my clothes, but what’s the use? I’ll be soaked and up to my tunic in mud within minutes. Instead, I take out a knapsack and fill it with only the necessities: a change of clothes and plenty of coin. I debate whether to bring a bottle of wine, but I’m confident I can procure more at the town. I’ll probably look like a beggar with this knapsack thrown over my shoulder, but a flash of father’s coin will ease any doubts. Also, I have my silver chain with Cautela’s insignia underneath my shirt. I don’t know if they’re familiar with the dragon symbol, but it certainly suggests royalty.

There’s nothing more to be done. The rain will wash away the blood and the remains of Borin’s flesh. If passersby discover the carriage, it will appear as though the occupants abandoned the vehicle. It will be a suspicious scene, no doubt. However, there’s nothing to suggest foul play, and considering the dreary weather, leaving the carriage to seek more suitable shelter is more than plausible. Besides, I’ll return in the morning for one of the horses. Perhaps I’ll ride east, far away from father and the abbey. With the sack of gold coins, I can go anywhere I desire outside father’s influence.

With knapsack in one hand and torch in the other, I step out of the carriage, bid the horses a good night, and set off in search of the voice that calls me nearer.

The wind is potent, a biting frost cutting through my velours. My breath adds to the mist with each panting exhalation. The torch’s flame flickers stridently with each step as if protesting my very excursion. I find the crossroad and turn toward the ascending voice of my angel.

The journey along the road is not as far as I expected. In half a league, I observe the outline of stone. Torches, perched along a parapet, reveal the impressive breadth of an impregnable castle. In both directions, the high wall extends until the torches become tiny specs of light. 

There is no moat or footbridge to cross. A cobblestone path leads me to the barbican, but I find no one there. The rain continues to pummel the earth around me. The flame I hold sizzles, battling its archenemy. The portcullis is already lifted. I pass underneath and come to a guardhouse. There’s no sign of activity. If it wasn’t for the torches and song, I would have surmised this place to be abandoned. My footfalls echo off the surrounding walls as I approach a lonesome door. A portico provides brief shelter from the storm. I lift the wrought-iron knocker and slam it several times. 

A small window in the middle of the door swings open. A pair of suspicious eyes meets my own. 

“What do you want?” a woman asks in an accusatory tone. 

The voice is not young, and while I cannot see this woman, her voice fails to paint a comely portrait in my mind. Her intonation is so far from the angelic vocals I heard that I cannot help but wonder if I have ventured astray.

“Is this Femolas?” I ask.

Her blank eyes blink once. “Never heard of it.”

The woman steps away from the window. A shutter slams over the opening, leaving me alone in the darkness. Angry water droplets splatter against the cobblestone. I rasp the side of my fist against the heavy door. 

“Please, miss!” I cry. “Did you hear someone singing?”

The shutter slowly opens. Her eyes appear to be smiling. “You enjoyed the song?”

This is all so strange, but like a dream, I have difficulty resisting it. “Very much. Listen to me, please. I am Favian, the Count of Cautela. I was traveling along the main road.” I fumble for a story. “Unfortunately, my carriage broke down. I was looking for a place to stay overnight.”

“I see.” Her eyes dart around me. “And you come alone? No coachman?”

I think fast. “My coachman prefers staying in the carriage. I was hoping to procure a decent room for myself. And possibly some entertainment.”

Her laugh reveals a youthful presence. Her eyes soften as she studies me. “Give me a moment, Favian, Count of Cautela. I will see if we have any rooms available for you.”

I thank her and wait. 

A few minutes later, the tall door creaks open. 

“Come in, Favian, Count of Cautela.” 

I see the woman I’ve been conversing with. She is neither ugly nor old. She is wearing a tight leather bodice, and I find myself struggling not to stare.

“You’re wet, sir. Come inside where it is warm.”

I meet her aqua eyes. She takes my knapsack, and I step through the doorway.


Anala




A high-pitched cackle fills The Heroine’s Nest as a troop of wenches enters. Beer mugs, bigger than breasts, smash into one another as heady estrogen fills the bar hall’s sawdust-spiked air. A log snaps under the crackling blaze in the obsidian hearth. Four of us surround a table where a twelve-hour game of Hazard is about to end. As caster, I shake the dice before giving them a toss. The bone dice tumble, rumbling across the pinewood table. When a pair of fours comes to rest, I smile and act surprised.

Jacqueline, a striking brunette with almond eyes alluring enough to seduce any knight to break his vows, makes it official. “Caster has rolled the main.”

Lana slams her mug against the table; beer foam splashes. I reach for my katar, gripping the handle of the fist blade. I don’t want to gut this pretty redhead if I can help it, but a bet is a bet. While I’m certain this wouldn’t be the first spilt blood in the Heroine’s Nest on account of a bad bet, I remind myself that I’m a foreigner here, and this woman is a local. As I return the blade to its sheath, a barmaid approaches me from behind. “No reason for trouble,” she whispers. “Perhaps it’s time to call it a night.” The pleading woman does have a point. I’m exhausted, and if I continue to play (and win) much longer, someone might become suspicious of my serendipitous “luck”. “Any of my girls can accompany you to bed,” she adds, sexual intonations filling her gentle voice.

Without answering, I push back my seat and stand. A pile of jetons bigger than Kangchenjunga sits before me. I shovel the brass coins into my rucksack and say a quick but polite goodbye. As I scoop up the jetons, I cover the loaded dice on the table with my hand while dropping the original. 

“Ladies, it has been a pleasure.”

They fail to return my amiable farewell. So be it. I’m not here to make friends. I got what I came for. With this bounty, I can live well for several months. While I had originally planned to spend only one night here, considering Femolas’ reclusive and underground makeup, this may be the perfect spot for a fugitive to lay low. I doubt Durak’s men will track me here. Who would believe that such a place exists? Even I didn’t believe it at first. In India, we certainly have no matriarchies. Far from it. And the women here are all spectacularly beautiful. Good thing I took that wench back in Miak to bed. Every silver coin was worth her lay. 

I survey the wenches. They’re all dressed in short dirndl dresses with laced-up bodices and knee-high stockings; cute kerchiefs sit upon their oval heads. I remind myself I can’t take them all back to my room. I have the coin for it, but I must be careful. These wenches may be more comely than goddesses, but I don’t doubt their propensity for robbing me blind if given the slightest chance. I settle on a young girl with a bounty of curly blonde hair. Her blue eyes are lovelier than the cobalt sea, and her breasts could support an orphanage. I relay my selection to the barmaid.

“Oh, Nora. Excellent choice. A girl who never disappoints. I’ll introduce you.”

“A girl who never disappoints” sounds like a line she probably uses for every girl, but I nod, avoiding the seething glares at the table as I follow the barmaid. The jetons in my rucksack announces my newfound wealth as I walk. I think about asking the barmaid if any mercenaries are for hire to stand sentry outside my room, but I think better of it. Such questions would reveal weakness, which might cause this barmaid to do some nefarious plotting of her own. Besides, there’s no guarantee I could trust hired swords. I might very well be hiring my own assassins. Best to trust my own instincts; they’ve carried me this far.

As we approach my chosen wench, the other whores sulk momentarily before fanning out to the rest of the bar’s prospects. 

“Nora, I’d like to introduce you to Anala.” 

Nora doesn’t miss a beat. “My lady, it is a pleasure to have you as a guest in Femolas.” She takes my hand and kisses it, sliding her tongue up to where my wrist begins—another style of greeting which I’m unaccustomed to. “Please, allow me to take your backpack. A lady with such grace as your own should not be burdened by heavy cargo.”

I pull away from her hand. “It’s a rucksack. And I’m fine, thank you.”

The barmaid smiles uneasily, but Nora continues, displaying the courtesies of a royal emissary. “Of course, madam. I did not mean to upset you. My sincere apologies.” 

Nora bows.

“No need to apologize,” I say. Reflecting her compliment, I add, “I simply can’t allow a thing of such utter beauty as yourself to be encumbered with something so brutish. Shall we go to the room?”

Nora accepts my obvious ingratiation. The barmaid tells me not to worry about payment until morning. While this gives me slight concern about early morning price gouging, I know my katar can be an excellent bargaining tool. 

Nora leads me out of the bar hall and up a set of rickety steps. Above the bar, I discover several rooms that I’d wager are rented out by the hour. The air is noticeably cooler than downstairs, but I suspect it will not stay that way for long. My wench smiles wantonly at me as she pushes open the door with her rear.

After six months of frequenting bars and a few whorehouses, I expect the worst. When we enter, I’m pleasantly surprised. The bed is twice as large as anything I’ve slept in since fleeing India. I run my hand along what I swear is the first freshly cleaned pair of sheets I’ve encountered while on the lam. The bed’s headboard contains an elaborate drawing of a heroine slaying a dragon.

“Beautiful isn’t it?” Nora asks, watching me study the headboard.

“Quite. The artist shows great skill. There is a story behind it, I presume.”

Nora takes a seat on the bed. “The dragons were the insignia of those who butchered our men many mothers ago. The Red Witch promises our eventual vengeance. This picture depicts that fate.”

I don’t ask about the witch. While it’s not a term I was familiar with before entering Middle Earth, I am of the conservative notion that one should be careful asking questions concerning the supernatural. “No men have moved to Femolas? It’s a lovely castle.”

Nora considers the question for some time. “Only when we are in need of their seed.”

The conversation has entered a cryptic alley that’s killing my mood. I take the rucksack off my shoulders and place it on a chair beside the bed. “I love your outfit,” I say.

My wench smiles. “Thank you, though it is yours that impresses me. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

I look down at my sari and touch the emerald fabric. “It’s about the only fine garment I have left.”

“And where is it that you are from? Your skin is the color of soil. A lovely shade, but darker than those who toil the fields.”

“India. A place very, very far away.” I sit next to her on the bed and run my hand through the silk of her lustrous hair, staring into her eyes. “And where does hair that captures the sun come from?”

“North of here, which means you and I come from opposite ends of the Earth. Tell me, does your name, Anala, have any meaning?”

My fingers settle against Nora’s high cheekbones. “It means ‘fiery’.”

“And does it match its keeper?”

“You tell me,” I say, bending to meet her lips.

Nora doesn’t resist—whores never do. Our legs interlace as we kiss. The heat of her sex humps my thigh. Her lips are plump and inviting. I nibble on her lower lip and suck. Nora moans. I pull my head away and tend to her bodice, drawing loose the lacework. The bodice falls to the bed, revealing her svelte frame and porcelain skin. I lick away the sweat from her cleavage as her own hands reach for my dress. I kiss my way up her sternum. Floral scents greet my nose as I press my lips against her collarbone. Nora breathes more quickly, her hot breath panting against my ear. 

I suddenly want this woman like nothing else. This foreign breed, with hair lighter than daffodils, is unknown in the eastern world. We speak of the yellow-haired people as children talk of unicorns. 

Nora pushes the pallu off my shoulder, revealing my jewel-encrusted choli. I stand, allowing the pallu to drop to the floor. I climb onto the bed with her. We resume our amorous kisses. Nora reaches under my petticoat. As fingers explore me, I lift her dirndl dress and find her wetness.

The rest of our clothing is shed. In our nakedness, we align our mouths over each other’s clits. Nora’s oral skills trounce all others I’ve encountered in Middle Earth—male or female. I find myself unable to concentrate. While I enjoy the personal attention a whore provides, I prefer reciprocating the act of love. One-sided sex is a dull affair. As I lap my tongue against her clit, Nora’s flickering ignites an orgasm within me. My head arches back and I cry out.

I lose count of the number of orgasms Nora brings me to as a flurry of inebriating pleasure floods my head. Losing myself in the act, I forget about Durak and the dangers that follow me. As successive orgasms overtake me, I give up on pleasing Nora. By the end of our lovemaking episode, my head lies against a stack of pillows, my back is arched and toes curled, and my voice is so hoarse I can barely form intelligible words.

Nora draws a bath as I lie on the bed and enjoy the electric pulses still swimming through me. Yes, I do think I’ll be making an extended stay in Femolas. I could even open a shop of my own. If the other women here find my outfit as captivating as Nora does, I could begin selling saris by the carriage-load. While being a seamstress is a far cry from the opulent life I enjoyed in India, it might be lucrative enough for me to take up permanent refuge here.

“Honey!” Nora coos. “The water is ready.”

I watch Nora’s tall legs swing into the copper tub. I’m so sexed-out that I feel as though I’m slipping into a coma, but I force myself off the mattress. She lowers herself into the water and spreads her legs over the tub’s railing. Water drips off her ankle and onto the stone floor. I ready myself for another heated session of—

The bedchamber door bursts open, the doorknob crashing into the wall. Dust rains from the ceiling. I cover my breasts as armed guards with heavy chainmail and angry faces enter. Too many people shout orders at once. The tip of an arming sword presses against my throat.

“Check her bag,” says the last guard to enter the room. She introduces herself as Hildegard. 

My rucksack is tossed on the bed and flipped over. The contents fall out. Jetons spill onto the spread. I’m done for. As I stare at my katar under the chair, the sword presses deeper into my neck. I’m certain blood is drawn.

“Don’t even think about it,” the woman wielding the sword says.

I think about it, but I don’t move. Even if it was already in my hand, and this sword wasn’t pressed against my windpipe, I wouldn’t stand a chance. Perhaps if I had both my katars, but I lost the other one in Persia when I lodged it into the heart of one of Durak’s men.

“Got a pair of dice!” a guard announces.

“Break them open,” says Hildegard.

Using the sword’s pommel, the guard breaks one die in half, revealing a carefully positioned piece of lead.

“Cheater!” screams the woman slowly gutting my neck. “Let me take off her head. ’Tis cheater’s justice.”

“Lower your weapon,” Hildegard orders. “We will take her to the Red Witch. Our goddess will decide her fate.”

At the risk of stating the obvious, this isn’t good. I know nothing of the Red Witch. Perhaps she’s an understanding judicial overseer who will take pity on me given the unique set of circumstances surrounding my unfortunate plight. But I doubt it. 

Nora stands in the tub, her arms wrapped around her body like a security blanket. One of the guards brings her a towel to cover herself with. Accusatory questions are hurled at her like an unrelenting battering ram. Nora answers with frightful denials and tearful jerks of the head. She may be a whore, but I feel sorry for her.

I try to make sense of how this could have happened. I’ve had a few narrow escapes before, but nothing this egregious. You know how this happened, an inner voice tells me. It’s true. I should have passed on the offer to go up to this room and ridden my Breton until this country’s strange fog was but a memory. Never linger at the scene of a crime. But like all crooks, I grew brazen and became lax. I remind myself that none of this self-deprecating thinking will do me any good now. I need to put my mind into figuring out how to get out of this alive. The money and katar are certainly gone and probably my rucksack and Breton, as well. I can live without those items. It’s my head and limbs I’m more concerned with.

Hildegard approaches me and removes her helm.

“What is your name?”

“Anala,” I say.

“And what is your business for being here in Femolas?”

This is my chance to procure freedom with a woe-is-me tale. Wish me luck. “My father was murdered. I would have been killed next, so I fled my home. I’ve been eluding the killers for six months. I didn’t want to steal from anyone, but I must survive!”

“She’s lying!” one of the guards protests.

Hildegard raises her blade, silencing the outspoken guard. She steps over to the bed and scoops a handful of the jetons. “Survival?” she remarks, staring at the coins. “Stealing a loaf of bread or a jug of ale to ease your troubles would be understandable. Certainly, if you had told us of your predicament, we would have provided you with basic shelter and food. But this!” She flings the jetons against the bed in disgust. “This is greed, young lady.”

I have no words to argue with. She’s as right as Durak and his men are wrong. Having nothing to say for myself, I drop my head, awaiting whatever judgment is to fall upon me.

Hildegard moves in front of me. She removes a gauntlet and raises my chin with her bare hand. “Take this one to a cell in the White Tower and alert the Red Witch. Her absolution will take place in the Crucible.”

Gasps erupt from the guards as the last word is spoken. Eyes are cast upon me as if I’m already a wandering ghost. I plead for mercy once more as hands grab me. I have an uneasy feeling it won’t be the last time I beg for clemency tonight.


Count of Cautela




My escort leads me down a squalid alley that spills into a main thoroughfare. The ashen fog has lifted, replaced by crisp air with hints of ale and cider. The suffocating haze in my mind begins to clear, replaced with the disquieting truth that I’m now a murderer. Spell it, kids: M-U-R-D-E-R-E-R. There’s finality in a label like that. “Chauvinist” or “misogynist pig” may be expected for a spoiled, royal lad, but high crimes, such as the one I’ve just committed, are neither outgrown nor amended nor forgotten. I ponder my chances at life running and dodging the law, and I shiver as a blast of frigid air whirls down on us. My escort seems unaffected by the chill even though she wears a snippet of what I do. 

“Where are we going?” I ask, clasping my hands in front of my mouth and blowing. A brief-lived cloud forms in my fists before vanishing like a specter. 

The woman fails to turn as she provides an answer. “To an inn that’s just up the road. Are you cold, Count of Cautela?”

My chattering teeth answer. The rain has stopped, but my attire is thoroughly doused. We continue along the thoroughfare, passing multi-storied flats with red gabled roofs. In the far distance, a tall ivory tower dominates the landscape. The urban congestion is so dense that not a blade of grass grows between the stone’s crevices. Rivulets of rainfall flow along the street curbs. A carriage hurries past, its spinning wheels nearly smashing my right foot. Gleeful laughter erupts from under the canvas tarp. The horses’ hooves produce a ba da rump, ba da rump, ba da rump, as the carriage races away, water spitting off the fast moving wheels.

Farther on, a clamor of shouting and shattered glass disturbs the quiet street. The door to a tavern crashes open. What appear to be knights, donned in shiny armor, spill out of the bar. Two knights drag a woman onto the footway, hoisting her up by the arms. Her feet thrash around her, but they find only air. Next to the tavern’s entrance hangs a sign: The Heroine’s Nest. 

“We are a peaceful, orderly society,” my escort says with an apologetic tone, “but we have our occasional lawbreaker, like all towns.”

I nod agreeably even though she can’t see me. “You have to administer order to have order,” I say. Curse the gods, could I be more hypocritical? I realize I’m being too hard on myself for Borin’s unfortunate passing. I need to square a few facts in my scrambled head: first and foremost, father was the one who decided to send me off to the abbey; father was also the one to assign Borin as my chief pain-in-the-rear. Then there’s that song. I’m not saying I have no part in all this, but I don’t really consider myself capable of murder unless I was defending myself. I know it sounds absurd, but someone else killed Borin, using me as a vessel.

My escort, not knowing of my recent rise to decapitating executioner, turns to offer me a smile.

Another carriage roars down the thoroughfare. One of the knights in front of the Heroine’s Nest lifts a hand, signaling it to stop. The carriage is a formidable-looking iron boxcar darker than fresh charcoal. The back door opens. Knights shackle the woman and shove her inside. The sudden crack of a buggy whip causes me to jump as the carriage dashes away.

My escort pauses in front of a three-story dwelling and turns. “This is the finest establishment we have for visitors to Femolas. I hope it will please a count.”

I stare up at the regal stone building. Candles sit at each of the front windows, centered between imposing columns. The lack of signage adds to its stately presence. “I’m sure it will surpass all expectations,” I say.

“I have sent word to reserve the Queen’s suite for you, but I will accompany you inside to make sure there’s no trouble.” The woman blushes. “I apologize, but we don’t have a King’s suite.”

I wave off the notion. “No worries. Besides, I’ve found that queens often live far more extravagantly than kings.”

My escort laughs. “That they do.”

I sense a touch of innuendo in her last comment, but I don’t press the issue. I realize Femolas is an all-female society, but whether my escort knows that I know this is still unclear. If I were to reveal this knowledge, she might wonder why I have chosen to willfully disregard their traditions. Best to act ignorant and stick to my original story. I’m just a traveling count with a broken-down carriage stopping in for the night. 

I don’t plan to outstay my welcome. This place gives me the same feeling I had when I was a kid, exploring the lower dungeons of Cautela with nothing but a butter knife and the small flame burning from a stubby candle.

My escort holds the door for me as I enter the inn. Soft piano music rings out, but I fail to detect where it’s coming from. A woman sits at the front desk hunched over a ledger. She peers at me. Cherry wood, treated with a dark varnish, forms the lobby’s interior. Ferns sprawl beyond their clay pots as if they are amassing a stealth invasion.

My escort quickly enters behind me. “Madeline, this is the man I told you about. His name is Favian. He’s the Count of Cautela, and his carriage broke down on the main road just past the crossroad.”

I smile at the woman, though I don’t like what I’ve just heard. I could swear before the gods that I didn’t tell my escort where the carriage broke down. Did I? Everything moved like a dream when I first arrived here, as if the present moments were occurring in an alternate reality. I should consult a horologist. 

I stand like a mute, icy precipitation dripping from the ends of my hair as I try to recall the exact description I provided to my escort.

“Oh, yes,” Madeline says, closing the ledger. “We have the Queen’s suite reserved for you, Count of C-a-u-t-e-l-a. I hope you’ll accept my apologies if I’ve mispronounced your home country. I’ve never heard of the place before. Is it north of here?” 

Her voice is rather snooty, and she seems unable to pronounce her r’s with much conviction. I tell her Cautela is to the south.

“We do not venture beyond the walls,” my escort explains. “Femolas is our entire world.”

There’s something hair-raising about her admission, but I nod and put on my best foreign courtesies. The reclusiveness here reminds me of the abbey. While I don’t consider myself xenophobic, I’m distrustful of such people. A willingness to live life as a prisoner is the essence of abjection; it’s unnatural.

“The Mediterranean is lovely this time of year,” I say. “Far warmer.”

I hope these foreign gals don’t mistake my small talk for rudeness. I smile and shake the water from my head.

“Well, I must be going,” my escort says. “I will leave you in Madeline’s care.”

I bid the woman goodnight. She slips into the wet, dark street like a wisp of smoke.

“I can take your bag,” Madeline offers.

I pass her the knapsack. As she feels the weight and hears the prosperous jingle of coin, she looks up at me with a thin smile. “The Count does not travel lightly.”

I match her grin. “One never knows the cost of a room on such short notice. Besides, I enjoy sampling the various amenities at fine establishments such as your own, which I know may come at additional costs.”

Madeline’s smile grows. “A cosmopolitan.”

She knows what I’m after. “Indeed, madam.”

Madeline shows me to my room on the third floor. I follow her up a serpentine set of wooden stairs with pillared candles lighting the route. Along with my knapsack, she carries a five-branch candelabrum that throws huge, exaggerated shadows along the walls. I don’t know how many other travelers are checked into the inn, but it’s eerily quiet. Perhaps they’re all asleep.

The innkeeper opens the door to my room and shows me inside. The Queen’s suite is a tribute to gothic style. The vaulted ceiling with wooden buttresses spanning from wall to wall gives the bedchamber a commodious feel. Tall, narrow windows allow the moonlight to bathe the room in a soft, grey radiance. The bed’s massive frame has been chiseled with so many abstract designs that my head spins just by looking at it. All that is missing is a gargoyle hanging from the wall. Ah, correction, dear reader. It’s above the doorframe, looking as though it’s about to leap down from the wall and devour whomever is on the bed. That will be a comforting image as I try to sleep. Hopefully, I’ll be so drunk by then that I won’t care, though I do believe I’ll sleep with the candles lit.

She gestures to a tub in the corner. “Would you like me to draw you a bath before I call for your wine and company?” 

I don’t have to smell under my arms to know I stink worse than a putrid beggar. “That would be most hospitable of you. Though could you bring me a glass of wine to enjoy as I soak? Claret if you have it.”

“I’ll check the cellar, sir. An attendant of mine will tend to your bath while I look.”

The wait is short. Soon I’m lying in a warm bath with roses and perfume so divine I feel like a god. “Ohhhh,” I mutter, slipping deeper into the water. I reach out for the goblet, finding the stem. It’s made of silver, but I don’t care. Its blush contents ignite my royal taste buds. I swallow and swallow and swallow, refilling it from the nearby flagon.

A knock at the door disturbs me from my inebriating bath time. The door opens slowly, and a woman enters. I forget about the pleasantries of the tub as I stare at this angel before me. She studies me from behind the soft flames of the candelabrum she carries. Her auburn hair is braided in an enticing chignon. Her linen dress speaks of a modesty we both know she doesn’t possess. A hunger inside me awakens.

“Shall I place this on the nightstand, my lord?” She gestures with the candelabrum.

For all I care, she can toss it out the window. I want her out of that dress and on the bed. I grab the sides of the tub and lift myself. “Yes, that’s fine.”

She does my bidding. “Don’t struggle, my lord. Let me assist you.”

As my nakedness stands dripping before her, she takes my arm in her petite hands and admires my bicep. “You have the muscles of a gallant knight,” she remarks. “That is most rare. Royalty so easily spoils the body.”

I like this one. She knows the right words to stroke a highborn’s ego. “Well, I may look like a knight, but I promise you that there is nothing gallant about me.”

A mischievous smile forms across her face. Her hand moves along my broad chest. She kisses my nipples as she runs her fingers over the ridges of my abdomen. I lift her head and kiss her plump lips. I struggle out of the tub and nearly take a spill on the floor before I’m caught. She helps me to the bed and dries me with a towel. 

“Did you enjoy my song?” she asks.

I stare into the lush greenery of her eyes. “That was you?”

“It was. In the evenings, I enjoy a stroll in solitude through the woods where I often sing. I hope it was not too bad.”

“Bad? It was the most heavenly tune I’ve ever heard.”

She offers a tiny smile at my compliment and crawls over me, pushing me onto my back. I must confess, this woman intimidates me, and my body reacts, my head falling onto the pillow. This is a most unorthodox position for us to begin with, especially considering that she is a—well, not a whore. To call this woman a whore would be an injustice. She’s something else, something that compels me to her. 

She continues staring at me. Her eyes move like a hypnotist’s pocket watch; I can’t look away.

“Relax,” she says. “There are far too many concerns in you.”

I want to reach out and touch her, but I dare not, as if the act is forbidden. This is most uncanny! I’m behaving like a frightened peasant in bed with the Queen.

Her legs straddle my hips as she straightens her back and removes the diaphanous dress. The silver moonlight falls across her pink areolas. She pulls loose the knot of her braids. Hair, fiery as an autumn sunset, drapes across her shoulders. I can’t resist her any longer. My hand slips beneath her mound.

She stretches her neck and moans. Her hips lift, and I start to slide into her.

“Not yet,” she says, rising upon her knees.

I look at her in astonishment. I’m hard as a lance, and this woman just denied me, Favian, Count of Cautela! “What do you mean?”

“I want to play a little game that will make things more interesting.”

I begin to protest, but the woman hums with a tone so soft and graceful that I can do nothing but watch her lithe movement across the room. She approaches a chest along the wall that has failed to capture my attention until now. From within the chest, she produces several strands of cordage. She returns to the bed with the nautical hardware in hand and urges me to relax. “No need to move, my lord. This will take only a second.”

The Count of Cautela in the carriage would have knocked this woman so hard across the head that the gargoyle eying all of this from the wall would have gone flapping for cover. But the Count in this bed, I do not recognize. Instead of resisting her, I lift my hand to assist her in securing a tight loop around my wrist. She continues to hum, singing in a language I can’t identify. Like an infant staring at the outlines of his mother’s face, I look at this woman’s features with absolute and unwavering wonder.

I blink, and by every limb, I am bound by hemp cordage digging into my skin. I try to move, but I cannot.

“All done, my lord.”

The woman cackles as she watches me realize my insuperable predicament. She climbs onto the bed with a glass vial in her hand, and I notice something that cannot be. Her white linens are gone, replaced by a silk so red that I swear it was dyed in sacrificial blood. 

“How did…? Who are you?”

I watched her go to the chest. There were no clothes in her hand. The only moment my eyes were shut was when I blinked, but that was for only…

“You know who I am.” 

’Tis true. As much as I do not wish to believe it, I now know it is certain. The elders spoke of this evil spirit when I was a child, but it was never something to be believed, and as I got older, it was an obvious ruse to get us children to behave. Wash up, or the Red Witch will get you while you sleep. Always tell the truth, for the Red Witch counts your lies. Do not defile your body at night, or the Red Witch will turn you into a werewolf. 

My lips tremble in the same frightful manner as I’ve seen a hundred men in the pillory do as they beg for the King’s mercy.

 “You’re the Red Witch,” I answer.

The fiery traces of her auburn hair are more noticeable now. The Red Witch does not confirm my suspicions, though she doesn’t have to. She sets the vial to the side and lifts a small pouch from one of her pockets. Everything she does now is drawn out in long, exaggerated motions.

“What is that?” I say, watching her raise a tiny russet bottle from her leather pouch.

She opens the bottle and lifts it over my erection. “Don’t be alarmed, my lord. ’Tis merely an ointment to ensure you perform.”

“What do you want from me? I only stopped here for the night. I meant no harm.”

As the bottle is about to tip its unknown contents onto my flesh, the Red Witch pauses. “My lord, we both know that is untrue. You did not come to me. I called upon you. You merely answered my request. Don’t feel fooled. Only the sturdiest men can resist my song.”

I don’t appreciate being lumped with weaker men. I tug at the ropes. “Called me for what?”

The Red Witch cackles as though I’ve asked the daftest question ever put before her. “Why for your seed, my lord. Just as you said, how could we procreate without men?”

There are no mirrors to see my face, but I am certain my facade has gone several shades lighter. I’m too nonplussed to respond. I’m now certain she knows everything from the carriage: my lecherous intentions, Borin’s murder, the abbey, father.

“I am very sorry about your coachman, Borin. It was necessary to get him out of your way. Although, considering your snide opinion of him, I’m sure you won’t be shedding any tears over his loss.”

The Red Witch may be right, but I feel tears welling up inside nevertheless. Curse my inept father! And mother is no better. Always, always standing off to the side with nothing to say—never an objection to father’s capricious moods. 

A burn at my groin distracts me. 

“Ahhh!” I scream. I lift my head to witness the Red Witch pouring the evil contents of her bottle onto my tumescence. Invisible flames lick at my flesh. As the burn lifts, paradoxically, so does my arousal. White-hot pain envelops my groin so severely that my cries and pleas are stolen from me. My vision goes blank. The terrible sensation makes me wish I were never born. Pain and desire collide. I feel my flesh ripped apart as an explosion begins. Semen erupts in the most agonizing orgasm of my life. Flames consume my entire being. The Red Witch places the vial over my member to catch the release.

“Good!” she says encouragingly. 

Her fingers grip the base of my erection. She squeezes, her red nails digging into me as she pumps out every drop I have to offer. When there’s nothing left to give, she plugs the vial with a cork stopper. 

In defeat, my head crashes onto the pillow. Somehow, I know I’ve offered her more than my seed. It’s as though she has extracted a part of my soul.

The Red Witch raises the vial before the moonlight. I’m surprised to see it’s almost full. With widened eyes, she stares at the milky contents. “Yes, this will populate Femolas for another generation, at least.” She looks down at me and offers a patronizing smile. “I’m sorry, my lord, but you will not be bearing any sons. Later, I will perform a spell to ensure it.”

Her wicked laughter fills the bedchamber. As she drops the vial into her pouch and crosses the room, her feet step onto my discarded clothing. 

“What’s this?” she asks. 

I crane my head to see her lifting my shirt. She has undoubtedly stepped on my silver chain with Cautela’s insignia. As she opens my doused clothing, the necklace drops to the floor. A dreadful clink is produced. Her eyes go wide. She backs away. The Red Witch cries out. A foreign wind blows through the bedchamber, kicking up the sheets. Her eyes fill with fire as she points at me. “You wicked beast! You dragon!”

I try to comprehend her erratic behavior, but I’m at a loss. By some black magic, the bonds tighten around my wrists and stretch my limbs until there’s no more slack. 

I plead with her.

She stands over me. “You beast! Was once not enough for your wicked clan? Now you have returned to rape our women again!” The bane of her smoldering eyes glares at me. “You thought you’d be able to infect our women with your wicked seed, didn’t you?”

I shake my head. “I swear before the gods, I have no idea what you’re talking about. What does my necklace have to do with Femolas?”

She studies me for a moment before slowly raising my necklace. The dragon pendant gleams in the moonlight. “There is only one true God. Our Lord does not condone the worship of false idols. The men who came to our city, who raped our women, were polytheists, and they wore this same insignia around their necks, just as they proudly carried them on their banners.”

My stomach twists. Damn, you, Borin. You could have mentioned this tidbit of information in your tirade against Femolas. 

Certainly, I knew the dragon banners had swept across the lands of Middle Earth during the Great War, but who and where Cautela’s soldiers raped and pillaged during a war that occurred generations ago were footnotes of history that bored me. Perhaps I should have paid more attention to my studies.

The Red Witch returns to my side, placing her sharp nails against my stomach. In a sweeping motion, she claws. My body struggles in the cordage as a high-pitched cry escapes me.

“I didn’t know,” I plead. “I’m only nineteen years of age. My father’s father was not yet conceived then. I’m sorry for what happened, but you cannot blame me for my distant ancestors’ mistakes.”

The Red Witch ignores my reasoning and opens the chest. I hear her rummaging around. Finally, she returns with a pear-shaped object. 

“Open your mouth.” 

At the base of this odd-looking device are a handle and a small lock. I will have no such thing shoved into my mouth.

The Red Witch brings the metal contraption to my lips and repeats herself. “Open your mouth, or I will smash in every one of your front teeth.”

My jaw relaxes.

“That’s better,” she says, sliding the metallic pear between my lips. The pear is not large, leaving enough room for me to still converse. She inserts a key through the lock and turns. Springs pop open within the device, causing the pear to split off into four different sections that fill my mouth. I open my jaw as far as it will go to provide relief, but the springs continue to widen the device. I try to clamp down on the pear, but the locking mechanism prevents the springs from closing.

I can no longer talk.

The Red Witch laughs at my discontent. “That looks very nice and fits perfectly. If you haven’t figured it out yet, the springs are locked in place. Only the key will bring it back down. You give me any trouble, and I’ll throw the key into the nearby river. You’ll starve before you get that thing out of your mouth. Understand?” I nod my head. “Good. Now allow me to clarify a few historical points you seem confused by. Your lineage raped my women, defiled them, and treated them worse than livestock. Like it or not, you have their blood. I have many powers, which allow me to see distances beyond these castle walls and to peer into the minds of others. While I can’t see another’s blood, I do see into your sick brain, Favian. You have no respect for women. You rate their worth by how much pleasure they can provide you. From your royal position—which you have done nothing to earn—you buy and coerce women. If you were present for the Great War, you would have exercised your authority to claim first pickings of the women to rape after every battle. You know it’s true, so don’t try to pass yourself off as some kind of virtuous do-gooder.”

I can’t stand to look into her eyes any longer; they see places inside of me that even I cannot. I know it will only confirm her accusations, but I find myself looking away.

“Vendetta is an important element of life, Favian. It restores balance to the spirit world. Tonight, I will use your body as an offering to complete that vendetta. You will atone for your forebears’ wicked crimes.” 

I scream into the pear gag, my body trembling at her foreboding words. 

She rubs the side of my face, gently stroking my cheek. “Do not be upset, Favian, Count of Cautela. You should feel honored. This will be the first true royal act of your life. So many men lead purposeless lives, but not you, Favian. You alone will bear all of the sins of your clan. Will it be painful? Very much so. But as you suffer, remember your purpose, and remember the crimes of your ancestors. Remember that the dragon’s blood is in you.”

Terror has frozen my thoughts. As I look up at this witch, who by all accounts is one of the most comely women in Middle Earth, I find myself bending to her will. I almost laugh at the notion, because with the cordage immobilizing me and the gag filling my mouth, I have no will. Not until the Red Witch releases me.

My vision goes dark as the flash of a black hood is thrown over my head. A drawstring is pulled tight. 

The Red Witch whispers into my ear. “The next time you awake, you will be in the White Tower, where your night of absolution will begin.”


Anala




In my home country, I never stole. Not once. Of course, being the daughter of a general did allow me to enjoy the kind of affluence that serfs can only dream of. But I was a proper girl. A highborn lady. I attended debutante balls, slightly lifting my gown as I sauntered about the room for an eligible bachelor. My etiquette was such that I once saw grandmother weep over my propriety. Thankfully, my grandmother didn’t know what we “proper” ladies did while alone with each other. If I close my eyes and concentrate, I can still taste Sasha and hear her mewling as I nestled my head between her legs. She was a servant girl, far from a highborn, but in the bedchamber, beneath the covers and shadows of night, there is no caste system.

Those comforts are forgotten in this tiny cell that is too small to stand up in. Frayed remains of a shawl serve as the bed. I sit against the wall and twist around. The shackles secured to my ankles and wrists rattle as I peer out of the cell’s only window to view the city below. Torches twinkle from afar, marking the faint outline of a castle wall. A pair of wooden bars in the window prevents me from crawling out of the cell, but as I calculate the distance to the ground, I realize the only thing they avert is suicide.

The rattle of a door startles me. It takes me a moment to realize that it’s not my cell opening. Someone else is being tossed into the cell next to me. I move closer to the iron bars and listen. Hildegard’s voice fills the dark hall. “In you go. Hurry up. I don’t have all night. Yes, this is a far cry from the Queen’s suite.” The iron gate slams shut. A padlock clinks shut. “Lie back. The Red Witch will soon be with you. She’s preparing the Crucible by making sure all of her tools are in order.” Hildegard’s laughter fills the narrow hall. The mere mention of the Red Witch causes my heart to race. I quickly shuffle to the rear of my cell, causing the chains to clamor against the floor.

Hildegard’s heavy boots pound against the stone as she steps in front of my cell. A big, fat, sadistic smile is stamped across her face. She has changed out of her armor for a white robe that has an air of religiosity to it. “Good evening, pretty lady. I’m afraid the Red Witch is a little busy right now. Must be the full moon, because it seems like there is all sorts of sinning going on tonight. But don’t you worry, dear. The White Tower is a place of great purity, and whatever wickedness you carry will be left at the altar of our Goddess.” Hildegard lifts the padlock to the iron gate and shoves in a key. “Be a good girl for me. Atonement should only have to take one night, but if needed, it can go on for weeks, months, or years.”

I tell myself to ease my rapid breathing, or I will start hyperventilating. After considering every possible means of escaping these religious fanatics, I’ve come to the sick notion that their cruel brand of atonement may be the only way.

The door swings open, and Hildegard orders me out of the cell. I notice something circular in her hand as I crawl. I start to stand, but Hildegard presses against my head. 

“Stay down on the ground. You haven’t earned the right to walk like a lady. For now, you’ll crawl like a beast, since you seem so interested in behaving like one.”

Hildegard bends over and places what I now recognize to be a collar around my neck. She attaches a leash to a ring at the front of the collar. If I weren’t so afraid, I might weep. Even when my father captured enemy combatants, he never placed them in collars or yokes. Most prisoners, he realized, were not evil, but rather committed their crimes out of desperation. We even treated our servants like family and with a kindness that all human beings deserve. If my father saw me like this, he’d storm the castle himself, slicing anyone who stood in his way and setting fire to this backward town. Of course, father isn’t coming. No one is coming for me. I’m alone in this sanctimonious town at the mercy of these strange women with their priggish beliefs.

As Hildegard leads me down the hall, I steal a quick glance into my neighbor’s cell. I’m surprised to see a man occupying it. I don’t get a very good look at him before Hildegard forces me to crawl past his cell, but it’s long enough to note his handsome expression and dark, masculine features, despite some awful device plugged in his mouth.

My hands and knees move more rapidly as Hildegard prods me along the narrow hall encircling the tower. A spiral set of stone steps catches my attention. A light radiates from beyond them, along with the sound of ringing metal.

“That’s the Crucible,” Hildegard says. “It’s the apex of the White Tower—the closest point in Femolas to God. Beyond those steps, redemption is earned as the Red Witch sees fit. I’ll take you up there later, but for now, you’ll be with me elsewhere.”

As we continue, I notice there’s a slight decline in the hall. I’m not sure how far down the tower we venture, but Hildegard eventually stops outside a door that’s on the inner side of the hall. 

I crawl into a cavernous room with a high ceiling and a circular wall. I realize the hall we have been venturing down must wrap around this room, with the cells positioned along the periphery of the tower. As I take in the room, I don’t like what I see. A large wheel occupies the center, positioned under a chandelier that lights the room with about twenty pillar candles. Several stands hoist additional candles. A nearby table contains plenty of rope and surly instruments that I surmise will shortly be inflicted upon my body. A wooden sawhorse lies off to the side for some unknown purpose.  

Hildegard pulls on the leash, urging me forward. She stops in front of the giant wheel, bends over, and lifts my chin. “I’m going to remove these manacles. When I do, you are to disrobe and kneel with your head against the floor. Understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The chains fall to the floor. My arms tremble, but I remove my sari and petticoat. The dress’s vibrant green has been dulled by the dungeon’s filth. As I remove my attire, I realize how cold it’s become in the White Tower. My bare knees meet the frigid stone floor as Hildegard urges my head down, leaving my ass sticking up in the air. A draft coils up the tower, passing my rear and the lips of my pussy with an icy kiss. I press my knees together, trying to contain my body’s shrinking heat.

Hildegard’s boots click across the floor as she gathers items from the table. She returns to my side and orders me to rise. The imposing wheel stands before me. Hildegard smiles and runs her hand along the spokes of the wheel. “Are you afraid, dear?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Have you seen one these before?”

I tell her I haven’t. In India, we keep our wheels on wagons and carriages where they belong. Of course, we aren’t free from grotesque methods of torture. I’ve seen elephants employed to crush the heads of traitors, but never would such vitriolic means be administered for a crime so petty as theft.

“It’s called a ‘breaking wheel’. Normally, your body would be fastened supine to the outside of the wheel with your hands and feet stretched. You’d then be beaten to death.” Hildegard watches the obvious terror leap across my face. “But I have no plans to sacrifice you. This concerns absolution so that you may stand before God in purity.”

If those words are crafted to ease my concern, they fail in their intent. Hildegard instructs me to turn around so that my back is against the wheel. Along the base of the wheel, there are two small platforms for my feet. The platforms are not close to one another, forcing my legs to spread. Hildegard ties my ankles to the wheel with thick cordage. She then ties my wrists to opposite ends of the wheel.

I’m now completely vulnerable with no means to guard my privates. Hildegard continues testing the knot’s strength until she’s satisfied I can’t get away. She moves toward the table and selects a flogger. 

“Don’t worry, dear. This one’s made from the hide of a baby lamb. Very soft. It’s just to warm up your flesh.” 

Hildegard steps next to me and flicks her wrist. The hide may be soft, but Hildegard aims for my breasts. As the leather straps snap across my nipples, I cry out. Hildegard swings the flogger in circular motions, allowing the tips of the flogger to strike my breasts in repeated volleys. I close my eyes and turn away. Heat rises in my chest. Hildegard squeezes my breasts and nods. “Very nice. Just the right temperature. I’m going to continue tenderizing these while I give your pretty legs some attention.”

Hildegard replaces the flogger and returns with additional rope, though these strands are thinner than the cordage binding my limbs. She tightly wraps the slender rope around the base of my breasts until they look like a pair of mushrooms. As my breasts turn purple, Hildegard gathers a pair of metal clamps. I yank against the bondage. “No, no, no…”

“Shhh. Relax, dear. Breasts are a source of great sin in a woman. We must draw out that wickedness.”

The clamps bite down on my soft nubs. “Agh. Please don’t.”

Hildegard offers consolation by patting my cheek, but she fails to remove the clamps. She fastens additional rope to the ends of each clamp and stretches the rope, securing it to the wheel. The clamps bear down on my nipples. For a moment, I’m certain they’ll rip. I struggle in the bondage, which only compounds my suffering. If I shift my body to the left, my right nipple erupts in pain, and if I move to the right, the opposite occurs. I try to inhale quick breaths to calm myself, but the burn at my chest is brutal.

“Listen,” I say. “I’m sorry I cheated. I didn’t mean to take so much. I just wanted enough coin to lie low for a while.”

Hildegard ignores me as she selects a suitable riding crop. She thrashes it across my inner thighs. “Save your breath, dear. There’s no need to justify your actions. God sees through your wicked justifications. And there’s certainly no need to present a defense. You’ve been found guilty. Now is the time to repent.”

Each whack of the riding crop is more intense. Purple welts erupt in its wake. Hildegard kneels in front of me and holds the ride crop over my clit. I shake my head, muttering my disapproval.

The folded leather larrups against my clit. I scream out, unable to hold back tears. When this woman releases me, I swear before the gods, I’m going to bash her fucking head into the wall. I don’t care if they kill me afterwards or not. 

She lifts my clitoral hood and delivers another blow.

“Bitch! You fucking cunt!”

Hildegard smiles. I imagine her stupid grin shattered into a million pieces against the stone. 

“There’s much sin in this pussy. That’s why you’re having such a strong reaction. I will have to apply clamps here as well.”

Fuck me. I should have just held my breath. 

Hildegard takes her time surveying the vast collection of clamps on the table. “I think these will do the job.” Her grin is pure sadism as she shows me the merciless clamps. “See the teeth on them? It will draw out the evil in you.”

I want to yell and scream, but I know such insolence won’t help. Instead, I find myself offering my tormenter a tiny nod of agreement. I realize that I just have to go along with this religious nonsense. If I pretend to agree with her, then she’ll think I’m repenting and being made holy again.

The old adage “easier said than done” has never been truer as the metallic teeth bite down onto my labia. My whole body shudders. Pain ripples between my quaking legs. But I don’t utter the slightest grievance. Whatever hatred I wish to bark at this woman, I will bury it inside of me.

Rope is attached to the clamps. Hildegard stretches the rope, tying the strands to the bottom of the wheel. My pussy lips are spread open, leaving the pink interior of my vaginal wall exposed to whatever abjection Hildegard has planned.

She approaches a log rack behind the table that is full of green shrubbery. After selecting a branch, she plucks a leaf from it. When she returns, Hildegard vigorously rubs the edge against the inside of my pussy lips.

“Ahh!”

Hildegard laughs. “Stings, doesn’t it? These are nettles. They have very sharp edges to thwart off would-be predators. Do you have these where you’re from?” I shake my head. “Well, you’re just getting to experience all kinds of new things!”

Using the branch, Hildegard swats my pussy. Nettles claw at delicate flesh. I’m screaming and crying, but Hildegard only whips harder. The branch starts to come apart, leaves exploding onto the floor. When there’s nothing left of the branch, the urtication ends, though there are plenty of additional branches in the log rack if Hildegard wishes to continue.

As the inflammation sets in, small welts rise and burn. I think I’m done with the nettle torment, but Hildegard selects another branch and strips off its leaves. She gathers the prickly foliage and shoves them into my vaginal opening. I beg her to stop as tiny needles stab my pussy.

“Hush, dear. This pussy must endure a great deal of suffering in order to lose its vitality. You want to stand pure before the Red Witch, don’t you?”

The room feels unsteady, as though I’m fettered to a ship’s wheel, riding through the topsy-turvy wake of choppy waters. Rivulets of sweat descend my forehead. In a haze of vertigo and incessant pain, I nod and groan, “Yes, ma’am.”

Hildegard affords me a measure of mercy. She removes the clamps gnawing against my nipples and unties the bondage from my breasts. This apparent act of benevolence doesn’t persist. Hildegard massages my breasts, drawing fresh oxygen into them. A sharp burn ignites my nipples as they reawaken. 

As my chest aches, my pussy continues suffering. A few drops of blood escape my labia from where the clamps’ jagged teeth and nettles continue their gnawing.

Hildegard places a pony’s bit in my mouth, locking it behind my head. I wonder what would warrant the gag, but the answer is obvious: I’m about to experience pain that will dwarf everything that has occurred up until this point. This ominous notion is soon confirmed as my tormentor lifts one of the pillar candles from its stand. The candle’s flame flickers as she brings it toward me. I struggle in the bondage, arching my back and yanking against the cordage.

Soot rises from the flame, striking my face as Hildegard lifts the candle toward my chest. The candle’s concave pit is filled with boiling wax.

“The light of God sees all impropriety. We must cover these vulgar breasts. A buxom lady is a wanton whore. Let the light of the Lord incinerate your wickedness so that you will know modesty!”

The candle tips. 

“Ahhhh!”

The first drops burn my areolas. Hildegard flips the pillared candle upside down. A pool of hellfire splashes against my breasts. Hildegard keeps the candle inverted so that the freshly melted tallow can drip onto my chest without a moment to cool. She focuses on my nipples, coating them in the hot wax.

“Purity and chastity,” Hildegard says. “These are the ways to the Lord. Renounce false gods. See the light of God. Feel Her wrath against your indecency; revel in the fury She unleashes against your licentious immodesty.”

Damn this woman and her twisted, monotheistic beliefs. Father warned me that theism was the most dangerous and volatile weapon in an emperor’s arsenal. Never having met a fanatic, I never realized how true these words rang until now. 

Hildegard continues coating me with the wrath of her god. I lock my jaw against the bit, waiting for the searing pain to end.

If there’s any consolation to the hot wax torture, it’s that the pain is brief. The melted tallow soon creates a wax chest plate over my breasts.

“Excellent. Now you can stand before God as a proper, humble servant.”

She removes the bit, allowing me to speak.

“Thank you,” I say, playing into her script. “I feel the evil leaving me already. I want to forsake all false gods and kneel before the one true Lord.”

Hildegard studies me, judging the veracity of my words. “’Tis good to hear, dear. The path to God is paved with humility and misery, but you still have much suffering left to endure.” 

She removes the clamps from my labia along with the awful nettles. Their stingy hairs remain lodged in my pussy, but Hildegard doesn’t seem pleased with her work. She plucks another fresh nettle leaf, lifts my clitoral hood and vigorously rubs the needles against my clit. As my lungs roar their protestations, I promise myself that this woman’s head will roll down the White Tower before dawn. I don’t know how I will accomplish this feat, and I doubt I’ll survive, but vengeance will be mine no matter the cost.

With a fresh bushel of nettles embedded in my pussy, Hildegard unfetters me from the breaking wheel. My legs have gone malleable. In the absence of cordage holding me up, my legs wobble, and I find my strength fading. Hildegard steps back, allowing me to collapse to the floor. My hands and knees break my fall. As weakness overtakes me, I realize the futility of my vengeful plan. 

Hildegard snaps the leash on my collar and leads me to the sawhorse. 

“Time to take a ride on the wooden pony,” Hildegard says. “Climb aboard!”

Every movement of my legs causes the stinging hairs left by the nettles to make tiny incisions in my pussy. The sheet of wax covering my breasts begins to break apart, and pieces drop to the floor. I hardly have the strength to climb to my feet, and Hildegard’s only assistance is persistent yanks on the leash. 

I timidly rise and approach the wooden pony. The board may be blunted, but I doubt it’s a comfortable ride.

“Now,” Hildegard begins. “Every lady should learn how to ride a pony.”

As I straddle the wooden pony, I realize it isn’t so bad. The wood presses against my perineum, and while there is some discomfort, it’s nothing compared to the hot wax. Hildegard ties a rope to each of my ankles and threads the rope through a pair of eyelets at the legs of the pony behind me. There’s enough slack left to allow my legs some movement, though it’s not enough to where I can get up. Hildegard lowers a rope from a pulley anchored to the ceiling. My wrists are bound together and attached to the rope running through the pulley. Hildegard pulls on the rope until my arms extend at a ninety-degree angle behind me. She fastens the end of the rope running through the pulley to another eyelet screwed into the wall. The forward position forces my body weight to rest on the small area of my perineum. I can shift the weight onto my pussy and pelvic bone, but I find the perineum to cause me less discomfort. And given the position the bondage has me in, it’s impossible to lean back against my ass.

“I must speak to the Red Witch,” Hildegard says. “I will return in a bit. Have fun riding the pony. And if you experience any distress, remember that only through suffering will you seek union with God.” She picks up a large hourglass on the table a flips it over. “When all the sand has fallen to the base, I will release you. It’s a three-hour sand glass, in case you were curious.”

Hildegard returns the bit to my mouth and leaves the dungeon. Her footfalls echo along the stairs. I’m alone with nothing but the dull sensation on my crotch and the hourglass sitting on the table before me.

I shut my eyes and attempt meditation, taking calm, measured breaths. This gets me through the first forty-five minutes of my extended pony ride. Of course, I don’t know how much time has actually passed, but judging the hourglass, it appears that around a quarter of the sand has fallen to the base.

I must admit—this isn’t as easy as I thought it was going to be. The dull sensation I felt when I first sat on the pony has become an intolerable burn. I decide to let the pressure off my perineum for a few minutes. I lean my chest forward, forcing the pressure to my pelvic bone. My body weight presses against the wood, opening my labia. I bite down on the bit between my teeth. The pain produced in this position far transcends a dull ache. I tell myself to relax, remembering that I only have to endure this for a few minutes. Then I will return to my former pose. 

When I can’t take it any longer, I pull my arms against the bondage rope, drawing my body upright. My perineum throbs as I assume this stance. The reprise hasn’t provided the convalescence I was expecting. Sharp sensations have me breathing faster. I stare at the hourglass. Tiny grains fall through the neck at an insufferable rate. I tell myself not to panic—a sentiment that I realize is the onset of panic. 

As my legs shuffle on the board and my body rocks back and forth, a terrible thought crosses my mind: I’m now riding the pony. This ordeal, which at first seemed so tame and banal compared to my initial subjugation, has presently revealed its baleful essence: I decide my own torment. 

As my pussy further separates and the narrow wood (which now seems far slenderer than when I first straddled the board) drives between my labia, I realize I’ve made an egregious error. I never should have moved at all. The squirming has only wedged the board deeper into me. I press my legs against the board and desperately attempt to lift my body off the wooden pony, but the angle proves too severe. My efforts only earn me further exhaustion. The burn is intolerable. My arms have grown tired, and the only way to provide them respite is to move my body forward, which forces all of my weight against my pelvic bone. 

A dreadful scream is emitted from beyond this room. I assume it’s the man in the cell next to me crying out, though there’s no way for me to know how many other prisoners are being held, awaiting similar fates.

I shuffle again on the wooden pony in desperation, trying to find some secret position that provides relief. When I look up at the hourglass, my lips tremble. It’s no different than before. I yank at the bindings. The wooden pony happily agrees to my wriggling, driving its tip into my sore flesh.

To escape this agony, I try to recall some happy memory, some moment of solace from the past. But all I can think of is Durak and my father’s last gasp when they gutted him. The coup d’état occurred without warning. I was with my tutor, Elsie, in our estate’s library when we spotted a billowing column of smoke rising from the distant palace. Elsie told me to stay put as she went looking for my father. Being the daughter of a general, I wasn’t afraid. Daddy commanded ten thousand elite mercenaries. My father and the King were close friends and my sister’s betrothal to the King’s nephew only strengthened their bond. I was too naive then to realize that mercenaries are only loyal to the largest purse. 

We all knew Durak was wealthy. He flaunted giant rubies on twisted fingers; his flamboyant fabrics fluttered as he walked. In public, only his girlfriend’s ridiculously tall chopines could divert observers’ eyes. Yet, none of us suspected his supply routes and connections to the Far East would ever bring him the kind of power and wealth to secure loyalty from the strongest army in the eastern realm.

As Elsie searched for my father, the sound of exploding glass and wood reverberated from the downstairs foyer. A troop of pounding boots filled the hall. I hid behind a bookshelf as drawn blades rang against sheaths. When father emitted his blood-choking screams, I was already straddling one of the library’s windows and climbing down a trellis. Within half an hour, I sat hiding between kegs in a beer wagon, leaving the capital.

The digging wood calls me back to the present. I shift my body, moving from one dreadful position to the next.

When I’m certain I can no longer endure this cruel device, Hildegard saunters in with the sick, patronizing smile of a psychopath admiring its tormented plaything. 

“Look at you. Already riding the pony.” Hildegard tilts her head at the hourglass. “Save your energy, dear. You’re only an hour into your ride.”

I groan at the prospect. “I can’t do this any longer. Please let me down from here. I’ll never steal again. I’ll leave here and never come back. Please!”

Hildegard steps next to the wooden pony and runs her hand along the board. “Yes, it’s not easy to ride this pony, though be glad you’re not riding ones we reserve for more heinous crimes. If you think this is bad just imagine if it was studded with sharp points.” She kneels in front of me and inspects my pussy. “There’s some bruising and a little blood, but I don’t think it will cause you any permanent damage.”

How wonderful.

“Hildegard, please. I’ll do anything you ask. Just let me down. I’ll give myself over to your god; I’ll admit my sins in front of the town if that’s what you want. But please don’t make me stay up here for another two hours. I can’t do it!”

My words turn into incoherent babbling as tears roll down my cheeks. I’d say it was a fine thespian performance, but my desperate pleadings are no act.

Hildegard considers my request. “I cannot cease your punishment merely because you’re in pain. Everyone is willing to kneel before the Lord when they’re suffering, yet so often they are the same ones who quickly forget their commitment to God once they are well. So, while I cannot lessen your castigation, I can offer you a substitution.” Hildegard picks away the remaining wax stuck to my breasts. “Perhaps I was too easy on these breasts. A bosom so supple requires considerable attention to be tamed. Therefore, this is what I’ll do. You have two hours remaining, but I’m willing to trade that for ten swats of a cane on your breasts.  I think that’s a fair exchange and one the Red Witch would approve of.”

It’s a horrible deal, but I can’t ride this pony for one more minute. “Fine, I’ll trade the rest of my time on the pony for the cane. Please, just get me down from this.”

Hildegard frowns. “Don’t give me orders, or you can forget the whole thing. First you have to take the cane. Then I’ll let you down.”

The awful realization sets in that Hildegard plans to cane me while I ride the wooden pony. The ceaseless stabbing of the wood forces me to change positions, opening my pussy and driving the board deeper into me. I watch Hildegard as she surveys the canes without the slightest sense of urgency.

“There are as many canes as there are sins,” Hildegard says as if she’s speaking to herself. “And just like sin, they all leave their own unique mark. The right implement is essential to drive out the wickedness lurking inside you.” 

She rummages through the canes like she’s picking out the best meat at a butcher shop. 

“This will do,” she says, gripping one of the longest canes on the table.

I shake my head as she nears me. I start to tell her that I’ll endure my pony ride, but a sharp pain pierces my groin and all I can see before me is the hourglass with a mountain of sand still to fall. I shift again, feebly playing into the torment of this cruel object.

“Don’t worry, dear. This is one of the thinnest canes we have in the White Tower. It’s built especially for the breasts and has been anointed by our priests. By the time I’m done inflicting it upon your body, you will come to know the Lord.”

While I may not be a monotheist, I have little doubt that what she says is true. If the suffering I’m experiencing now continues much longer, I may find myself calling out to her god for mercy.

Hildegard lifts an arm. The edge of the rattan settles against my nipples.

“Ten it will be. Be a good girl and count them aloud and thank God by saying, ‘Oh, merciful God, thank thee for my deliverance from evil.’ Understand?”

I grit my teeth and nod. The cane arches over Hildegard’s shoulder. 

Then she swings. 

Before I can draw a breath, the blow is upon me, spindly wood slapping my chest. My breasts recoil, ebbing in wave-like motions. I hear myself cry out. My body draws back and the burn in my breasts competes with the fury erupting between my legs.

“No, no, no,” I say, tears falling onto the pony.

Hildegard inspects the cane to ensure it has survived the impact. 

“I don’t hear much gratitude,” she says. “We can start over if needed. I have all night to deliver you from Satan.”

Mark my word: this woman will die tonight. Her head will roll, and she will know that I am her god.

“Wa-wa. One.” In a garbled scream, I add, “Oh, merciful God, thank thee for my deliverance from evil.”

Hildegard smiles and nods, lifting the cane to my nipples once more.

As the blows continue, I become intimate with pain normally reserved for crimes of treason and rape. I squeeze my legs and try to lift myself from the pony, but the brief respite compounds the agony when I’m forced to straddle my wooden mount. I give myself over to Hildegard’s torture. There’s no sense in fighting it. I say her pious mantras with the conviction she desires, and as the cane’s tenth stroke snaps across my breasts, I doubt these verses are as feigned as I would wish them to be.

“Oh, God, please,” I cry. “Please release me from this. I will serve thee! I will walk in the light!”

Hildegard lifts a hand to her god, praising Her claim over me and my addition to Her frightened, credulous flock. 

I slump forward and give in to the pony. I’ve been defeated and forsaken the true gods whom I swore I would never recant. 

Hildegard unties the ropes. My body crashes to the floor as the bonds fall loose.

“You did good, child. I will present you before the Red Witch. Only she can attest to whether you have truly been delivered from evil and into the merciful hands of God.”

I’m too weak to understand the ominous portents of her statement, but as a man’s cry stirs me from my haze, I realize my night may not yet be over. Before I can think of a way to flee, Hildegard has me back in chains, urging me to my feet and out into the hall. As we climb the steps, the desperate cries grow louder, and I find myself hoping that God is merciful.


Count of Cautela




A beautiful girl passes my cell on her hands and knees. I think she might be the same girl I witnessed being arrested outside the Heroine’s Nest, but I can’t be certain. The guard’s voice soon fades as she turns down the hall, leaving me alone in this dirty cell. I barely remember how I got here. It all happened so quickly. After the hood was thrown over my head, hands were soon grabbing at me, forcing me to the floor where the cordage was swapped for iron chains. I was carried out of the inn by an angry troop and thrown into the back of a carriage. In the darkness of the hood, I lay hogtied. A short, bumpy ride ensued before more hands lifted me like a sack of flour and carried me to my cell, at which point the hood was ripped from my head, and I was chained to this wall.

The Red Witch. Even if I manage to escape from this cell—which, judging my immediate surroundings, appears presently impossible—no one would believe me. I’d be lucky not to be thrown into a nuthouse.

I’m not left idle for long. The clicking sound of boots nears me. They stop momentarily, casting a long shadow against the wall. By some sorcery, the chains binding me split and fall to the floor. The door to my cell swings open.

The Red Witch speaks. “Crawl.”

My intrepid spirit has left me. I’d rather spend the rest of my days hidden in this cell than face whatever wrath awaits me, but a second call of her demanding voice has me moving.

I crawl out of the cell. Saliva spills from the sides of my mouth, dripping onto the floor. I try to swallow, but the metallic gag prevents any movement of my mouth. 

My heart stops as my eyes trace up her black leather boots and fiery-red corset. Her auburn hair dances in the hall as if a strong wind were carrying it aloft.

“Cast those disgusting eyes to the floor,” she says. “I won’t have a filthy, spoiled brat enjoying the art of my beauty. You can look at my boots as you follow them.”

The boots turn on their heels and begin a march of prowess. Like an abandoned puppy, I follow. As we climb a winding set of stone steps, I can’t resist taking a peek at her firm rear encased in a set of tiny leather shorts. I’ve never felt this way before. I’m frightened out of my wits, crawling behind a woman who for all practical purposes has claimed dominance over me after denying me sex, and yet, despite all of that, I feel myself growing hard. When I get to the top of the stairs, the Red Witch is waiting for me. My eyes may be cast to the floor, but I feel her strident stare upon me. 

“Have you ever heard the expression about someone having eyes in the back of their head?” Without looking up, I nod. “Well, for me, the sentiment is literal.”

I grunt an apology, though I know it will probably be for naught. The Red Witch doesn’t call me out on my blatant lie. Instead, she crosses the room and approaches a piece of furniture that resembles the letter Y lying flat. As she begins unhooking the straps, I notice a pulley system underneath the legs of this strange apparatus.

The spacious room is open to the night air, with only the roof and support columns providing cover. From this height, the night is quiet, and the twinkle of starlight offers peace. I know that’s all about to change.

The Red Witch calls me over and has me strip before lying supine against this “bed”. My legs go over a pair of short branches. Only my thighs rest on the boards; my shins and feet dangle over the edge. The Red Witch folds the bottom half of my legs below the boards until my ankles are pulled underneath my buttocks. This leaves my genitals exposed to whatever peril awaits them. She secures me in this awkward position with more cordage. The rest of my body is fastened to the board, my hands tied beneath it. My head dangles over the edge, but even it is pulled back and secured with straps. In the upside-down position, my eyes are trained on the open window, gazing out onto the tranquil firmament. Blood rushes to my head as I try finding comfort in the contortionist’s pose.

The Red Witch speaks into my ear. Her voice is measured but stern. “The Crucible is where the worst offenders find union with God. Not all survive the ordeal, but it’s an efficient and merciful system nevertheless. We have no prisons in Femolas other than a few holding cells. We believe in rehabilitation no matter the cost. But you present a unique case. As goddess of this kingdom, I will not deny you your right to seek forgiveness before God, but I will also not deny you the punishment that you and your wicked clan deserve.”

My bulging eyes plead with her. Even if the pear-shaped device wasn’t lodged in my mouth, I’d be unable to speak. Terror has robbed me the ability to think. 

I listen as the Red Witch moves across the room. She returns to my side holding something bright in her hand. “Feel the light of the Lord upon your body.”

She raises the candle before my eyes. Boiling liquid splashes against my chest. A hearty cry bellows from my lungs before the gag suffocates it.

“The light of the Lord burns the wretched.”

I groan and beg her to stop. A searing burn ignites my groin. The hot pain blots out everything as my vision goes white.

“Embrace the Lord, and you will find She can be merciful.”

No matter what torture the Red Witch plans to enact on me, I will do no such thing. I may be fettered and powerless, but I still have my pride to protect. I will show this woman the stubborn resolve of the men who carry the dragon insignia.

The tallow quickly dries. The Red Witch flicks the wax from my balls and secures a tight knot along my sac. The pulley system begins its clickety-clack as the knot tightens and pulls. A dull ache drums all the way to my throat.

“So much tension,” the Red Witch remarks. “From the tips of your toes to the crown of your head. Stretching is an important means to relieve the body of old energy. But that alone is not enough.”

With her nails, she rakes the dried tallow away from my chest. I hear her lifting something off the wall, but I can’t name the item until the snap of a whip makes it obvious.

I mutter quiet obscenities as the Red Witch takes position. A merciless crack thunders through the tower. The unforgiving leather sears and slashes my stomach. I am whipped like an unresponsive stable horse. The incessant volleys leave me unable to voice my pain. I shut my eyes as the dense hide beats my abdomen, counting the seconds until it is over. 

As the Red Witch sets down the whip, its crackle continues to echo along the tower’s vaulted roof.

“Have you always been a dominant beast?” she asks. “Who sees yourself as above femininity? Of course, you have. But what if I could free you from your delusion? It would be so cute to see you grovel at the feet of women.”

I have my doubts. 

The Red Witch stands behind me, plugging my nose. She opens the top of the gag so that I can breathe. She holds a vial in her hand containing a translucent liquid. I try to fight her off, but there is little I can do. My limbs are bound, my head cannot move, and my mouth is forced open by the iron pear.

She squirts the mysterious liquid into my throat. It burns like whiskey and leaves a lingering metallic taste. Curse this evil woman. There’s no telling what horrid hexes are contained within this offering. 

The Red Witch seals the top of the gag with her hand while continuing to plug my nostrils; she orders me to swallow. I will do no such thing. All I have left is my mind. If that goes, then there is no hope for my escape. 

Feebly, I hold the liquid until the need to breathe compels me to swallow. As soon as I do, the Red Witch releases me. 

I gasp for air.

Her sinister cackles fill the tower’s apex, lifting into the ashen night. I brace for a terrible transformation to occur. Instead, a gentle and soothing warmth overtakes my body. My limbs relax. The pear feels so loose that I wait for it to drop out of my mouth. Even the cordage feels inexplicably freeing. Fear leaves me. I sense my mind being invaded and hijacked, but I don’t resist it. Like a powerful drug, I welcome its altered state.

As I give myself over to this hypnotic remedy, the Red Witch releases me from the cordage and unlocks the gag. When she pulls me off the wooden apparatus, I fall to the floor. 

Reason and pragmatism leave me as an unquenchable desire consumes me. I can’t explain what is happening. I stare at the Red Witch and her magnificent beauty, noticing something different than before. Instead of seeing a comely figure that must be claimed and entered, I now see her for what she really is: a goddess that must be adored and worshiped. It’s as though the false curtains covering reality have lifted. Selfish desires, sexual yearnings, royal statuses—all of these false presumptions kept me from seeing the truth—without Woman, I am nothing. 

I crawl to my knees and drop my head to this majestic being. I have stood among lords. I have kneeled before kings. I have shared wine with prominent powers from faraway lands. Yet never have I shuddered before such raw dominance.

As her philter courses through my mind, I am still cognizant enough to realize what is occurring. My mind is being stolen from me, claimed by a woman who seeks to bind me to her misandrist doctrine. I know this, and yet I do not wish to resist. Her elixir is juxtaposed with a sense of freedom that no title, purse, or wench can provide.

Slowly, her boot moves in front of my face. I don’t need to be given the order. I lower my head and open my mouth so that my unworthy tongue can worship her leather. My privileged upbringing has afforded me the ability to enjoy countless delicacies. I’ve stuffed my face with the animal kingdom’s softest flesh and drowned my stomach with the vineyard’s sweetest grapes. But never have enjoyed a taste more satisfying than the natural, sensual taste of leather. The hide’s masculine and feminine tones fill my nostrils as I worship her commanding boots. The squalid streets’ dirt and grime coat my tongue with a savory sauce of submission.

“Such a cute boot worshiper. So docile after taking my special elixir. But don’t feel swindled, my dear Count. The potion only reveals the meek desires hidden inside every man. There’s no trickery involved, which is why you feel so free. That is what you feel, isn’t it?” 

I nod, my thoughts and actions lost within the leather. 

She pulls her boot away from me.

“Not so fast. You still have a great deal of suffering to endure as atonement before you can even think about worshiping my boots.” She steps behind me, the toe of her heel pressing against my ass. “This behind is quite soft. I do believe it deserves some thrashing.”

The Red Witch gives me a playful swat with the palm of her hand and tells me to stand. She approaches a wall on which hangs an array of canes. “So many choices,” she mutters to herself.

One cane in particular catches the Red Witch’s attention. She draws it down from its hooks. 

“Yes, this is the one.” 

As if surveying an enchanted relic, the Red Witch holds the cane level in her hands, studying the crooked rattan in the candlelight. 

“’Tis a senior dragon cane,” she says.

It’s thicker than any cane I’ve ever seen. Calling it a broom handle would be more appropriate. 

She orders me to bend over and to grab my ankles. My legs are trembling, but I manage to grasp hold of them.

The Red Witch tests the dragon cane’s flexibility—or rather, the lack thereof—as she saunters around me, surveying my submissive stance. Oddly, the pose feels natural. My hamstrings burn slightly, but the drop of my shoulders and head instills a comfort beyond the wine. How strange these postures would have seemed only moments ago! Still, my faint ego insists I straighten my back and attack this wicked witch. There are no bonds to keep me in submission. Her magic may be good, but if I reacted quickly enough, I believe I could overtake her. Yes, this is all probably true, and yet despite these shrewd notions, I do not break position.

“Six of the best,” the Red Witch announces. 

The cane draws back before rushing forward, slicing the air.

The harsh blow almost brings me to my senses. I struggle not to rise out of the pose as a searing mark brands my behind. The next stroke falls just below the first. This time, I straighten my back.

“Remain in position!” the Red Witch warns. “Or perhaps we should start over.”

With reflexive speed, I bend over, grasping my ankles like a lifeline. “No!” I beg. “I’ll stay in position.”

The third stroke is placed in the middle of my behind. The dense rattan cuts through delicate flesh. My knees wobble as my bottom shakes. When I’m certain I will fall to the floor, a foreign footfall interrupts the scene.

I crane my head to the side, peering at the doorway to see a woman in a white robe ascending the stairs. The woman tousles her blonde hair as she offers the Red Witch a warm greeting. “Sorry to interrupt, but I thought I’d come see if I could be of any assistance. My subject is enjoying an extended ride on the pony, so I have some idle time.”

The Red Witch considers me with a grin as she rolls the cane on her palm. “Certainly! Would you like to take a few swings? I’m giving him six of the best, and we’re currently halfway through.”

“Of course!”

“I’ve given him something to help ease him into servitude, so don’t worry about holding back.”

The guard shrugs. “I wouldn’t go easy on him either way.”

She rolls the sleeves of her robe above her shoulders. Despite her soft eyes and pretty face, her broad shoulders and well-defined arms have me understandably concerned.

“Put that disgusting face to the floor where it belongs,” she cries. 

The Red Witch laughs. With fury and a strange intrigue, I place my burning face as close to my ankles as my body allows.

The cane sails through the air.

As if to prove my servility, I hold the pose despite the agony beckoning me to rise. My nails dig into the back of my legs as the force rocks through me.

“Oh, that’s very impressive,” the guard remarks. “My subject is quite the screamer.”

“Well remember, boys are naturally submissive when you get passed their rude masculinity.”

“True. I love the raised marks produced by a senior dragon cane. Branded like cattle.”

The next swat finds the sensitive area where my bottom meets my thigh. My body again cries out for me to stand tall, but I resist the instinct, willing myself to remain docile.

“And now to connect the marks,” the guard says before delivering a slanted blow that cuts across my buttocks and the existing welts at a forty-five degree angle.

My knees hit the floor. Hands grab my arms, lifting me off the floor. A chain is lowered from the ceiling and my wrists are bound to it. The guard hoists the chain back into the air until I’m forced to stand on the tips of my toes. 

The Red Witch rummages through a chest beside the door. She returns with a short strand of rope and a pair of iron balls. She pushes my legs apart and loops the rope around my sac until my balls are stretched. The end of the rope dangles freely, ending around my knees.

“Know what I’m going to do now?” the Red Witch asks me, giving the rope a few playful tugs.

I have a pretty good idea, but I keep my mouth shut. On the off chance that I’m wrong, I don’t want to give her any further ideas. 

As predicted, the Red Witch threads the rope through the screw eyes on the iron balls. I don’t know their weight, but they look heavy. The Red Witch lifts them until they rest beside my own pair.

“Whose balls do you think are stronger?” she asks. “Yours or mine?”

Before I can answer, she releases the iron balls. Time momentarily slows down as I watch the silver orbs drop. My instincts react—though not in any manner that can help me. My legs tell me to jump, as if getting farther away from the weights will somehow distance me from their tension. Of course, this movement only compounds the awful explosion that erupts between my legs when the iron balls run out of rope. Like an ignited barrel of Mongol gunpowder, a force of inexplicable agony mushrooms from my loins. I struggle to see or hear anything around me. The depth and voracity of this pain occupy all of my senses.

“That will leave a mark,” the guard says. “Should we leave him for a while and come back later with the girl?”

A decision is made while I swim through the fog of suffering. When I’ve gathered my thoughts enough to open my eyes, I see that I’m alone. The weights are still anchored between my legs, stretching my sac toward the floor. I call out for help, though I doubt anyone can hear me. And if the Red Witch has ears equal to her magic, I’m certain she won’t heed my call. Not until I have suffered for my people and tholed the penance they failed to endure.


Anala




Sasha could do the most incredible feats with her tongue. If I have any cunnilingus skills worth praising, it’s because of her. She was my first love. Beneath the covers at night, with only the wisp of the moonlight, we spoke of everything from dragons and mermaids to saris and galas. While we were young, proper girls, we were both well trained in the art of brandishing iron. My father might have been a general, but he knew the limitations of an army and valued individuals possessing the ability to defend themselves. I don’t think my father ever knew of our sexual trysts; he simply thought we were best friends.

Despite our common interests, Sasha and I had divergent views of boys. For me, girls were like a fine dessert. Men were still the main course. For Sasha, girls were the whole entrée. She didn’t care to sample the male offering. I couldn’t argue. I had Sasha all to myself, and the idea of her sharing some other lad’s bed would have created a storm of jealousy within me. And I could hardly blame her. The men of India were indoctrinated with a false sense of dominance. Patriarchy was not merely social theory but an unequivocal and unquestionable state. Under the bedcovers, Sasha and I imagined a world where women ruled, and men hobbled around in wanton desperation to seek our advances. I’d already seen the way boys stumbled with their movements and words during a début. Even the most modest and well-spoken lad would turn into a bumbling bumpkin when faced with the striking allure of the opposite sex. It seemed natural to the both of us that power naturally lay with women.

My first experience with matriarchy isn’t exactly going as Sasha and I dreamt it. I never remember dungeons, torture or chains included in our fantasies (not for the women at least). Femolas seems to have it all backwards. They’ve seized the power but used it against each other. Where’s the fun in that? A matriarchy without men is like having a royal court without servants. 

Of course, there was that one handsome man in the other cell. What business did he have here? I thought Femolas only allowed females. Perhaps he scaled the curtain wall with a hard-on in his pants. While that image gives me a much-needed chuckle, the brief levity is overcome by serious questions I now have. For one, how do the women of this land maintain their population? Perhaps they send emissaries to recruit strong-minded women who prefer the company of their own sex. This strikes me as a rather exhausting and thus unlikely explanation. The far more probable conclusion is that some of the women have left Femolas and carried with them the mythical tale of women seeking refuge within the dense wood of the north, sheltered behind an impenetrable wall of stone. That’s the kind of story apt to travel far and wide with only a few storytellers necessary to ignite the legend. I entertain the notion of the Red Witch having some part in maintaining the populace of Femolas, but I push away the fatuous thought. There are no such things as witches, just as there are no dragons, mermaids or gallant men coming to save the heroine in distress.

An unsteady light fills the hall. 

“It is time to for your absolution to be judged,” Hildegard says. “The Red Witch will weigh your iniquities against your suffering as she looks into your heart to determine the truth of your repentance.”

I cue my best rueful, pious character. “I hope she will find nothing but the light of God in my soul.” Hildegard seems pleased with my response and opens the door to my cell.

I crawl out. We come to a winding set of stairs. My knees protest the ascent. The movement reminds me of how wounded my body is. My breasts are striped with welts, and bruises have already formed around them. I can still feel the board riding between my legs as if I’m riding a phantom pony. Every part of my body aches and objects to this crawl to the top of the White Tower. But I know this is the only way out of this nightmare. I must give myself over to this woman masquerading as a witch. My survival depends upon on my theatrics. Perhaps father should have enrolled me in a few thespian courses instead of the katar training.

“Welcome to the Crucible,” Hildegard says as I crawl over the last step.

As I enter the Crucible, I’m shocked by what I witness. I expected to see the Red Witch staring balefully at me, but instead, I see the backside of a man strung from the tower’s apse. His toes barely touch the floor, and his ass has been beaten to a pulp. The sight between his legs is so barbaric that I look away. I don’t have to sport testicles to appreciate what terrible agony is occurring there. The man’s back is covered in a dense wall of muscle that extends throughout his arms; a thin sheen of perspiration coats him. I suspect it’s the same man whom I saw in the cell next to me, though there’s no way to be certain, as his head is slumped forward and he faces away from me.

For a second, I wonder if he is still alive. Then a low moan escapes him. It’s a dreadful cry filled with despair. I feel terrible for the poor man, but as I stare at his helpless state, knowing that he’s suffered all alone with no way out, my nipples harden, beseeching my attention. A warm tingle occurs between my legs as well.

I must have been staring for too long, because Hildegard presses against my ass with her heel.

I move into the room, my eyes fixed on the tied-up man. Hildegard leads me around him until I can see his hunched-over face. His eyes barely open, but as he looks at me, they begin to blink and open wider. I’m not oblivious to the effect I have on men—no women are, though we all pretend to be. Even in his state of profound suffering, I see he’s drawn to me. I usually detest the lecherous eyes of the opposite sex, but this man is no threat. Besides, he’s handsome and has a body to match his pretty face.

Hildegard leaves me resting on my knees as she approaches the man.  

“How are these balls doing?” 

The man doesn’t answer. Hildegard lifts her foot and pushes the iron balls with the tips of her boots. The man yelps as the weights swing between his legs, tugging on his jewels. 

“The Red Witch is returning to see you. She will judge the both of you to determine whether you’ve been brought into God’s light.”

The illumination from the stairs goes dark. From out of the murk, a woman steps forward. A fiery gown ripples as she walks, small flames conflagrating at the hem. A blaze ignites within her eyes. She steps toward the center of the room.  I sit flat on the floor. If I could, I would sink all the way down to the cellar of the White Tower. She lifts a hand, and an angry gust of wind tosses my hair, sending me onto my back. With a speed no mortal can possess, she stands over me, her incendiary eyes boring into my own.

“There is still great sin in this woman,” the Red Witch declares. “Her vices rest on a bed of lies.”

My hope of escape has revealed itself as a chimera. If there’s any promise of leaving Femolas, it will not be tonight. I shut my eyes from the burning glare of the Red Witch.

“But she seemed truly repentant,” Hildegard argues. 

“A good sycophant, perhaps. But she is still weighted with sin, and I see not even the faintest speck of our Lord’s light in her—only the fallacious glow of other false idols.”

The Red Witch stares at me for an excruciatingly long period before turning away. She approaches the man and gives him the same fastidious assessment. The man’s eyes grow even wider than when he first saw me. As absurd as it sounds considering the circumstances, I’m jealous over the woman’s effect on him.

After carefully scrutinizing the man and whatever truths and lies he may bear, she says, “This one has a clean slate.” She smiles and crooks a finger around the taut rope pulling at the man’s genitals. “I suppose I can remove these now. These balls should be nice and tenderized.”

The knot slips loose, and the weights fall to the floor. I can’t believe my own eyes. Some invisible hand or force must have undone the knot, because I never saw the Red Witch’s crooked finger move once.

The man is lowered onto the soles of his feet. He immediately drops to his knees, easing the weight away from his toes. His hands break his fall.

“Bring me the belt,” says the Red Witch.

Hildegard offers a quick nod. She moves to a table with several whips and opens a drawer. I don’t recognize the item she takes out. It’s a small metal device with a ring at one end latching onto what I can best describe as a miniature birdcage.

The man is still slouched over on his knees as the Red Witch takes the item from Hildegard.

“Chastity is a virtue among all saints,” the Red Witch declares. 

She pulls out a tiny key and shoves it into a lock on the belt. When she gives the key a turn, the lock pops open. The Red Witch removes the lock from the hasp and slides a short pin from the ring of the miniature birdcage, separating the two parts. The metal work is so small and intricate that I wonder if its production is more witchcraft than artisanry.

“Face me, Count Favian, and receive your offering.”

A flicker of life flashes in the man’s eyes as the Red Witch utters his name. I must say, I’m surprised by the title given. This certainly doesn’t look like any count I’ve ever encountered. His dutiful mannerisms and rock-hard physique better reflects a peasant toiling daily under the hot sun. If he is a count, he must have been kept in the White Tower for quite some time. A wince from my breasts, though, suggests the transformation may have been quicker than I surmise. And if I had been forced to ride the pony for the duration of my original sentence, I wonder if I’d have the same blank, servile expression.

The Count wobbles on his knees, twisting in lurching motions. The Red Witch places a hand on his shoulder, steadying him as she smiles at his effort. She cups his genitals with her free hand and squeezes until the Count groans.

“You might have physically suffered for the abuses of your ancestors, but the only way you may truly earn their absolution is through a life of chastity.”

The Red Witch reveals the purpose of this strange item. The ring is fitted behind the Count’s genitals and loops around his member. The birdcage-looking end covers his penis. I feel a tingle between my legs as the Red Witch locks the two joining parts, emitting a dramatic clink. Even Hildegard’s tongue passes over her lips.

I can barely control myself as I watch the Red Witch make her claim over this royal-bred man. Despite the stinging hairs still lodged in my pussy, I must resist the urge to slip my fingers between my throbbing lips. The Red Witch appears to have the same reaction. Her gown and hair become brighter, forming a deep scarlet that only fresh blood can mimic.

The fury of Hades erupts outside the tower. The ring of swords and the shrieks of women fill the night.

Hildegard rushes to the window. The Red Witch’s eyes glaze over as she stares through some other portal.

A trembling hand covers Hildegard’s mouth as she peers upon Femolas. “We’re being attacked! They’re in the square! Hundreds of them!”

The Red Witch’s distant eyes come back into focus as she turns her head. “Curse me, I should have been watching. These unexpected presents distracted me from my duties.”

“What should we do?”

“We must get down there at once. It will be chaos without our aid.” 

Hildegard agrees but gestures toward the Count and myself.

“Leave them to me. Get to the base of the tower. I will meet you there.”

Hildegard composes herself and leaves. Her footfalls echo along the stairs as she departs.

The Red Witch points a finger at me. “I will return to deliver you before the fury of God’s judgment. There you will greeted by a light that will burn away all of your impropriety.”

The Red Witch chants foreign words. A billow of smoke and a flash of light explode before me. 

When the haze clears, the Red Witch is gone, yet something strange has been left in her absence. Surrounding me is a cage that no mortal could craft. The crimson light forming the molten bars emits a heat that, if touched, would undoubtedly rival molten iron. By some devil work, the Red Witch has ensured my captivity.

The Count is held in the same fiery predicament. I would say “misery loves company”, but it’s a tired expression and one so rarely used by those in actual misery.

“May the gods be with me,” I mutter. The last time I spoke that sentiment aloud, I was straddling the windowsill of father’s library as Durak and his men gutted him. At least then I stood chance of escape. This time, there’s no way out.

I notice the Count eyeing me again. His mouth is half open as if he desires to speak, but he doesn’t seem able to find the words.

I’m not one to linger in awkward silence.

“I suppose you didn’t get picked up cheating at Hazard,” I say.

The Count gives me a puzzled expression before he catches on and smiles. “Oh, no. I wore the wrong necklace.”

Before I ask what that has to do with anything, the Count elaborates, giving me what I assume is the long version of his tale. I don’t interrupt. He tells me about his father, the abbey, his coachman staying back in the carriage, and his initial encounter with the Red Witch. He speaks as if confessing to a priest.

“Yeah, I heard about the dragons,” I say. I tell him my own storyline, though I keep it truncated to only the important parts.

“India!” the Count remarks. He falls out of his servile pose and sits with his legs crossed in front of him. “I’ve heard of this land.”

“Ever been there?”

“No. The farthest east I’ve gone is a few hundred leagues to meet traders along the Silk Road with father. I think we were somewhere in Persia. It’s hard to remember. I was quite young.”

“Your father was foolish to bring a royal child along such routes. I’m surprised you weren’t taken for ransom.”

The Count shrugs as if he doesn’t disagree.

The clamor outside continues. I wish I could go to the window to watch. I’m curious to see what magic the Red Witch will inflict against the intruders. 

“What are the odds?” the Count murmurs.

“Huh?”

“Well, surely Femolas doesn’t get invaded every day. I doubt many know of its existence outside the locals. The high walls alone would be enough to discourage most passersby who might stumble upon it.”

He has a point. I briefly entertain an outlandish notion before pushing it aside. I have enough problems as it is. There’s no reason to worry myself with more.

As the drumming metal of parries and shielded blows ensues, I study the Count. His story doesn’t match the man I see before me. From his account, he was a wild playboy interloping through life with an intrepid spirit. These traits are far removed from the cautious-looking, docile man who is almost at peace with his occult imprisonment.

“Was your punishment rough?” I ask.

The Count stares between his legs and blushes. “It was a fit punishment for my crimes.”

I no longer have any doubt about it. The Red Witch has invoked some wretched spell onto this man. No, wretched is the wrong word. It’s actually somewhat amusing. But it still disappoints. In my fantasies, I always imagined men who would willingly serve a woman. Witchery takes all the fun out of it. If a man forced to wait on me hand and foot were enough to get me excited, then I’d hire a butler.

“It’s good to embrace my true self,” the Count remarks.

“Your true self?”

He shakes his head. “Sorry. I left that part out. When I was brought to the Crucible, the Red Witch gave me a potion to bring out my authentic self.” He swallows and sheepishly looks at the floor. “Which is a submissive.”

I narrow my eyes. It’s not that I don’t believe him. I just have a hard time trusting the Red Witch.

“How do you know the potion didn’t turn you into a submissive? Maybe it was a trick.”

“That’s a possibility,” the Count admits. “But I doubt it was all a ruse. When I ingested the potion, a memory that I haven’t thought about for years flashed before me. I was a teenager. My father employed several handmaids to raise my sister and me. One of the handmaids, Bella, always wore a pair of thigh-high leather boots. She was also the one to deal out the corporal punishment when we had misbehaved. Of course, my sister never got spanked, but I was brought over Bella’s knees about once a week for a good thrashing with my britches drawn down to my ankles. As a boy going through puberty, I’d replay these scenes at night when I was… well, you know.

“At the time, I was quite ashamed of these fantasies. Father was a powerful man. He certainly didn’t aspire to serve at anyone’s feet, especially a woman’s. I suppose a lot of my womanizing later in life reflected my attempt to prove to myself and others that I could be like him. The potion simply showed me the lie I had been living and replaced my shame with a deep sense of tranquility.

“So to answer your question, I know the potion didn’t turn me into a submissive, because I was already a submissive. I was just rebelling against it.”

The corners of my mouth lift at his words. I like what I hear. It’s sweet and shatters the long-held notion that men can’t change. But it doesn’t do me much good. Whatever I might feel for this man can’t break the spell placed over us. The Red Witch will soon return. While the Count may embrace his servitude, I will not, and all the feigning in the world won’t help. The repentance must be real. I regret cheating, and if I could do it over again, I wouldn’t have continued playing for so long, even if I could have gotten away with it. But I doubt that level of contrition will sate the Red Witch. She wants my mind to submit fully to her and her onerous God. I don’t see that happening. Ever.

“Do you think the Red Witch will beat me when she returns?” I ask.

The Count’s eyes shift to the floor.

“Yes, I think the same as well,” I say. “I wonder which instrument she will use.”

I scan the implements lying against the table and hanging on the wall. The Red Witch certainly has her free range of options. There’s enough firepower in the Crucible to satisfy even the most devious sadist. And there are more than just whips and canes. I eye a set of surgical knives hanging against the wall. There’s no telling how long the torture could go on. Perhaps the Red Witch holds a potion that will keep me alive during an unorthodox surgery. As much as I don’t wish to, I must confront the plausible notion that I may be kept in the White Tower for months—even years. This reality causes me to flirt with a fanatical idea—though it’s certainly better than living a few torturous months that would only end in a similar fate. And this may be the last opportunity I get. When the Red Witch returns, her terrible vengeance will resume. Between punishments, chains will undoubtedly be used to keep me from offing myself. There’s no other rational option. I must do this last terrible deed. As I imagine throwing myself into the red-hot bars of the cage, I realize how tired of running I’ve become. I put up a good fight, but it’s time this ended.

If I’m going to do it, now is the time.

I glance at the Count, feeling forlorn about what could have been as I shift into a sprinter’s pose. The Count raises a hand of objection. I look ahead, away from the Count and beyond the molten bars. 

I close my eyes and leap.

As my body strikes the floor, I know I should feel relieved, but it’s bewilderment I experience instead. The cage is gone. Even the cage surrounding the Count has vanished, though he remains in the same crouched position as if an invisible pen remains hovered over him. I feel around with my hands, still expecting my body to be incinerated at any moment. But there’s nothing before me except the cold floor. I remind myself not to tempt fate and to get moving. The Red Witch may be returning.

“Come on!” I scream to the Count. “Get up!”

As if torn between whose orders to follow, the Count grudgingly rises to his feet. He stares at his nakedness and the cage between his legs.

“Here,” I say, tossing him his clothes. “Hurry up.”

As the Count steps into his pants, I grab a whip from the wall in case we have to fight our way out of the castle. If I had to guess, the whip is a good six feet in length. I only have a few seconds to debate my choice. While a bullwhip would be the more formidable weapon, I’d have a dozen blades lodged in me before I ever figured out how to get the thing in the air.

The Count puts his shirt back on and scans the room. He runs to the table and yanks open the drawer.

“Damn,” he whispers.

“What is it?”

“The key.” The Count gestures at his crotch. “I’d rather not live my life as a eunuch.”

I know this is a serious situation with even more serious consequences, but I’m finding it terribly difficult to fight the hilarity of a count trying to find the key to his penis. I have to use every facial muscle to suppress the breaking smile.

“Well you’re not going to find a key here unless there’s a copy. The Red Witch had it with her when she left.”

The Count slams the drawer and throws his fists against the table like a hammer striking an anvil.

“Are you sure?”

 I fold the whip in a coil and approach him. 

“We need to get out of here. Once we’ve escaped, I’m sure we can find a metal worker willing remove it.”

The Count grinds his teeth but sees my logic.

We finish dressing and run down the stairs. I find my katar next to my cell, and I grab it. 

The White Tower is larger than I imagined. We twist down its belly in so many circles that I begin to wonder if some magic has been laid upon its corridors.

“There,” the Count whispers, pointing toward a beacon of light. A pair of torches marks the opening of the White Tower. 

There’s less commotion outside than before. The colliding metal has been exchanged for the soft cry of the injured and the pounding hooves of passing horses. Near us, a guard lays dead, a single wound to her chest. 

“Help me pull her inside,” I say to the Count. 

He seems confused by my cursory directions, but he lifts the woman’s arms as I grab her legs. Once we get the fallen guard into the antechamber, I strip the woman of her armor. The guard is a few inches taller than me, but the disguise should work. 

As the Count helps me get into the armor, he asks if I have a disguise for him.

“Of course,” I say, producing a pair of manacles from the guard’s belt. “You’re my prisoner. Since Femolas is under siege, I have been instructed to move prisoners deeper into the city where the battle is not being fought.”

I don’t hide my smile this time. The Count doesn’t have any other options. He’s far too big to fit into any of the guards’ slim attire.

“Fine,” he says, placing his hands in front of him. “You do have a key to these, right?”

I show him the shiny article. “I’m not that cruel.”

The manacles produce a titillating clink as they clasp around the Count’s wrists. I hold him by his bicep and lead him out into the street.

“Do you know where we are?” the Count asks.

“No, I was hoping you did.”

“I was drunk when I arrived, and the fog and rain were so bad I could barely see in front of me.” He sighs. “We should have gotten our bearings at the top of the tower.”

“I tried. It looked all the same.”

He attempts whispering, but his voice sounds more like a growl. “Well, do you suggest we ask for directions?”

I shove the Count. He stumbles over his feet and falls backwards, grunting as he strikes the cobblestone. I stand over him and shove a finger in his face. “Listen, pretty boy. If it weren’t for me, your ass would still be in the Crucible. If you want, I can take you back up there and chain you against the wall. I don’t really care. I’ve done just fine on my own up until now. I don’t need a man to protect me, and I sure as hell don’t need some spoiled brat questioning my every move. So decide. Either listen to me, or come up with your own escape plan.”

The seedy streets may be thick with murk, but there’s enough light to see that my words have gotten through his puerility. He mutters an apology and rises to his feet.

I have no idea where we’re going. Neither end of the road offers any hints to where it might lead. I decide on one direction and begin walking with the Count. After a couple of blocks, I realize we’ve taken the wrong route. There are too many people milling about. I dip into a side street to avoid the activity, but this empties into an even busier thoroughfare. The wounded lay scattered. Peasants rush in and out of the buildings, rags and baluster jugs in their hands. Death chokes the air.

A tearful woman passes us, shaking her head at the disarray. I grab her by the arm. “What has happened here?”

She gives me a frightened stare as her eyes pass between the Count and me. “She’s dead! Our beloved goddess has fallen!” She shakes her head. Tears spill from her eyes.

“Who did this? Who attacked our city?” I demand.

“I don’t know. Some evil men. We thought it was the dragon people, but they were looking for some girl.”

I ask her the obvious, though I already know the answer. The woman confirms my suspicion when she says the girl they are looking for is named Anala.

“Where are these men?”

“Most of them are dead now, but a few are still battling up the road.” The girl points farther up the street. “It’s best you don’t go that way.”

I draw my newly-acquired sword from its sheath and push the girl aside. “Don’t tell me what is best.”

I don’t turn to see if the Count is following. I rush across the thoroughfare toward the commotion. As I turn a corner, I see him.

A troop of Femolas soldiers close in on Durak. He’s the size of a small elephant. His head alone could substitute for a battering ram. The massive Great Sword he wields easily parries two failed strikes. The soldiers are ill-trained and weak; I anticipated both attacks before they even began.

I’ve never seen Durak in battle. I realize he’s good. He’s very good.

The Red Witch lies slain beside him. Her gown has changed colors: it’s black as a starless night. The disappearance of the cage now makes sense.

An impatient guard breaks ranks and charges. Her basket-hilted sword finds an opening as she plunges the blade toward Durak’s abdomen. I hold my breath and wait for the spill of entrails, but at the last moment, the crossguard on Durak’s sword catches her blade. Durak spins, pulling the blade out of the guard’s hands. The shiny basket-hilted sword twirls through the air as Durak sends it sailing over the crowd. Durak offers the frightened throng a vile grin before pivoting with his blade. Mountainous shoulders turn, arching the blade along its fatal orbit. The emerald, jewel-encrusted pommel spins as the hilt rotates in Durak’s block-like hands. The disarmed guard is split in half. A wave of blood sprays the cowering guards. 

They don’t stand a chance. Durak will gut every one of them. In a crouched position, I approach the rear of the crowd. I hear the Count say “No!” as I leave him. 

There’s a small gap between two guards. I leap through the opening and hurl my weapon with everything I’ve got. Durak’s eyes widen. Nevertheless, his reflexes are like lightning bolts. The blade approaches his neck. Time slows as I watch the sword fall. The women scream in horror. As my toes settle against the earth, and the blade finishes its descent, I anticipate the sensation of the sword severing flesh and bone. Instead, the bone-chilling ring of indestructible metal rocks my shoulders and hands. Durak’s blade has found mine. The attack is blocked. Our swords interlock as we stare at one another. Durak callously smiles at me.  

“Well, hello, Anala.”

I push down on his blade, but I’m no match for his strength. Durak can fling my blade over the crowd anytime he pleases. His face is close to mine. I can smell his rancid breath as he speaks. Our bodies almost touch as we press our blades together.

“My, my, you’ve grown up while on the run. I can’t decide whether I’ll take you in the ass or pussy first. Or maybe you’d like me to ram it down your throat. Tell Durak how you like it, and I’ll take good care of you. This is no country for a little girl to be venturing alone.”

“Take it down your own throat,” I say.

Durak squints, not understanding. Oh, well. My katar pierces his jugular, silencing the evil beast. I twist my blade, rupturing his windpipe. Blood squirts, spraying the crowd and me in a fresh wave of gore. As Durak wheezes and falls to his knees, I bend over him. “How was my cock, Durak?”

He doesn’t answer.

The crowd reacts with a mixture of elation and terror. Grateful hands descend upon me. Everyone speaks at once.

—You saved us!

—Who are you?

—I’ve never seen such a dark-skinned soldier.

—Where are you from?

I need to get out of here. A wagon full of slain bodies is trundling away. I return the sword to its sheath and lift my katar, blood dripping from the tip. I use it to easily thread my way through the throng. I find the Count with his mouth hanging open. Grabbing him by the manacles, I whisper, “Follow my lead, and don’t say a word.”

I turn and fan my blade at the crowd.

“This mercenary is my prisoner. I want him to help bury the dead before digging his own grave. Is that carriage going outside of Femolas?”

Timid nods confirm that it is.

“Good. Let me deal with this coward, and I will meet you all in the Heroine’s Nest. There I will answer each of your inquires as we celebrate our victory over these beasts.”

The crowd parts. Insults are hurled at the Count as we walk past. A little girl runs up and kicks him in the shins. The poor lad doesn’t deserve it, but I can’t help laughing at him.

I kneel beside the Red Witch and offer my mock condolences. With the crowd at my back, I search through her pockets and find the key to the Count’s chastity belt. I palm it like a loaded set of dice and stand up, careful that the Count doesn’t notice.

I don’t delay any longer. The carriage is moving faster, and if we lose sight of it, we may never get out of Femolas.

We run and jump on its rear. The Count nearly topples off the back, but I grab him before he takes a spill. I escaped the capital of India in the back of a beer wagon, so I guess it’s only fitting I’m now escaping in the rear of a dead wagon.

The ride is short, and as we near the exit, we leap off and run into the forest. Grey clouds shield the moon, and the woods are sodden with heavy rainfall. Any traversing will have to be done in the morning. Besides, we’re both exhausted and beaten. We find a spot of sprawling moss and lie down to sleep.

We huddle together to stave off the cold, our arms wrapped around one another’s bodies.

I keep the Count shackled.


Count of Cautela




I watch her sleep as daylight rushes over the land. It’s early, but already, the cold snap has broken. The day will soon be warm. I don’t watch Anala in any creepy sort of way. Just a kind of curious admiration. Okay, I'll confess. It’s more than that. I’m swooning over this girl. How could I not be? She possesses the grace and beauty of fabled goddesses with the bravery and vigor of heroic knights. When I had resolved myself to the Red Witch’s captivity, it was she who had freed me.

Anala stirs, and her eyes blink. They are neither blue nor green or any other exotic tone. They are a simple brown. Yet, as they open and stare into mine, they soften my heart.

“Has it been morning for long?” she asks.

“No. But I think we should get going.”

I point to the trail of smoke.

“They’re burning the dead nearby. We did not venture very far away from Femolas.”

She nods and rolls onto her knees.

“We must find water,” she says. “There has to be a creek or a stream nearby.”

“There’s a river.”

“How do you know?”

“The Red Witch told me.”

“Good. We need to find it.”

I clear my throat and lift my wrists.

“What?”

I smile. “I doubt the trees need convincing that I’m your prisoner.”

“Oh, right.”

She digs through her sari and produces the key. The shackles fall to the ground.

“Don’t leave those,” she says. “I don’t want any of the guards to find them.”

“What do you want me to do with them?”

“Just hold on to them. We might need them later.”

I can’t imagine why we would need a pair of cuffs, but I do her bidding. It’s a small article to carry, and if it puts her worries at ease, I don’t mind.

We wander through the woods until our mouths are too dry to speak. When I hear the crackle of the river’s current, I think it’s a mirage.

Anala runs ahead. With her clothes still on, she dives into the water, laughing as her head pops above the gentle current. The water has flattened her hair, pulling it behind her head.

“Are you crazy?” I shout. “That water must be freezing.”

Anala flicks her hand, spraying water against my face. The frigid moisture stings.

“Don’t be a baby. It’s not that cold.” The fog escaping her mouth suggests otherwise. “Besides, it feels wonderful against the welts.”

“Maybe. But you’ll catch a cold if you’re lucky and die if you’re unlucky.”

Anala considers this as she floats on her back. “I suppose you’re right. I just wanted a quick dip to get clean and to numb the sore spots. My pussy took quite the beating.”

My member swells at her last admission. Or tries to swell. The belt is still anchored around my groin. I haven’t begun to figure out how to get it off. The prospect of finding a metal worker doesn’t sit well with me, and there’s no telling how far away one might be, or if he’d even be willing or able to help. I no longer have the plentiful coin with which to persuade others.

“We should have looked for the key when we passed the Red Witch.”

“I did look for it,” Anala says. My hope rises momentarily. “But I didn’t find it.”

“Of course not,” I mutter. 

Anala pulls herself out of the river. As I predicted, she’s shivering in no time.

“It wasn’t that cold in the water,” she insists between chattering teeth.

The girl acts like she’s never gone for a swim. I would be angry with her, but her beauty and the fact that she did save me compels me to help.

“Take off your sari. It’s soaking wet. You won’t get any warmer if you leave it on.”

Anala shivers. “What am I going to do then? Walk around naked? I think I’m better off in wet clothes than no clothes.”

I pull off my tunic. 

“No, you’ll wear my clothes. I’m quite warm, and I have a carriage not far from here.”

“Well, if you think that’s best.”

“I do.”

I turn around as Anala unfastens her sari and removes the rest of her clothing.

“I appreciate your modesty, Favian, but I need your help. This isn’t the easiest dress to take off.”

I blush at my own diffidence. I’m behaving like a timid farm boy. I face her and guide the dress over her shoulders. I’m surprised to see that her backside is unscathed.  Her back curves inward at dramatic angles before meeting her plump behind. When she turns I see where the damage has been inflicted.

I pull away from her. “You poor thing!”

Her breasts are covered in crimson stripes. A purple welt has even formed near one of her nipples. I’m disgusted by the thought of a kind woman suffering such a beating. 

Anala thanks me as I hand her my tunic. I unfasten my pants and hand them to her as well. Despite the rising sun, it’s still frigid. I wrap my arms around my chest to keep in the warmth escaping me.

“Are you sure you’re not too cold?”

“No, I’m fine,” I lie. “But let’s not waste any more time. With some luck, we’ll find the carriage.”

After drinking from the river, we meander through the woods until we come to the road. Remembering the position of the stars last night and the current angle of the sun, I realize we need to take a right.

“How did you learn to navigate like that?” Anala asks as we walk.

I shrug. “In the Mediterranean, navigating is like walking. We survive on the sea.”

After a short stroll, we spot the carriage up ahead. I’ve never been more delighted to see the Clydesdales.

I run ahead, laughing at our good fortune. The horses offer me another curious look as I approach them. I go to the rear of the carriage and find a pan and a jug of water to prepare for the horses. As I pour them their water, Anala climbs over the box seat.

“Curse the gods! What happened here?”

I lift my head and realize Borin the Brainless is once again causing problems. I figured the rain would wash away the evidence and that I could pretend my coachman must have gone to look for help. We’d wait a couple of hours for him until I’d suggest that the Red Witch must have gotten him.

Anala steps down from the box seat. She has the flanged mace in her hands.

“Is this yours?”

These are delicate situations. There should be a manual for how to handle them. Lying would be obvious and only make things worse. “It’s hard to explain,” I say instead. I realize this is a much worse response.

Anala lifts the weapon and orders me to sit on the box seat. Not wanting to get my head bashed in, I do as she says. I can talk my way out of this after she’s calmed down. 

She unhitches the reins and passes the shackles through the loop.

“Put your hands out in front of you,” she says.

If I held the reins I might be able to race away, but of course I don’t. Anala holds the reins and in more ways than one. Even if I could summon the horses to gallop, they’re terribly slow with the carriage weighing them down. Therefore, I do what’s only sensible. I put my hands out in front of me.

Anala keeps the flanged mace in a ready-to-attack position over her shoulder as she fastens the manacles to my wrists. Once again, I’m her prisoner, though this time, we aren’t pretending. I’m now locked onto the reins. There will certainly be no napping with them at my feet.

“My dear, I think you are confused by some things. I did not kill my coachman. Yes, my hands did it, but the Red Witch laid an evil spell on me.”

“Why did you say your coachman stayed back with the carriage?”

Technically, Borin did, but I sense this would be an ill time to point that out.

“Because I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

“No, I understand quite well. You’d rather blame a witch than take responsibility for your own actions.”

“It’s not like that—”

“You said the potion didn’t make you a submissive but merely brought out your inner submission. Maybe this spell only brought out your murderous ways.”

“That’s nonsense!” I realize my voice has taken on a tone that is quite murderous. I decide to stay quiet. Anala disappears into the carriage. The tip of the mace is soon pressing against the back of my neck.

“Steer.”

In nothing but my thin underwear and the metal around my wrists and between my legs, I snap the reins. The horses begin to move.


Anala




The carriage is warmer than a kitchen during a wedding, and this chair I sit in is just divine. I pour myself another glass of red wine and sip from the golden goblet. Mmm. That hits the spot. 

My breasts still show some signs of distress, and my pussy burns when I pee, but all in all, I’m healing nicely, and what has yet to recover is quelled by the wine. My coachman has not been granted this same repose for convalescence. He’s a good boy, though he certainly needs a constant source of discipline in his life. Yes, he’s a challenge, but I’d have it no other way. Enslaving a peasant or a docile, blubbering dolt would bring me no satisfaction. I tease Favian for being weak, but I know he’s an alpha. And it’s not just his dense muscles and well-endowed member that makes him so. I’ve listened to that clever mouth of his, and I’ve seen the way his eyes soften when he hasn’t gotten his way or the manner in which his voice deepens when he intends to offer a salient point. I’m sure he made all the former maidens in his life go weak in the knees. And I’m not too proud to admit I’ve felt a bit of that myself. But I’m no fool. I don’t grovel for men or play into their little masculine antics. I plan to tame this beast just as the Clydesdales have been domesticated and put to good use. A girl can never have too many eager males. They’re built to work just as women are built to lie about in leisure. It’s about time someone arranged the sexes in their proper duties.

“How goes the eastern road?” I ask.

Favian doesn’t dare turn to answer me. He learned the last time that staring at me earns him a swift crack of my whip. Amazing how much one can pick up after only three days under loving female authority.

“Good, miss. But it’s getting cold out.”

I cover my mouth, snickering into my hand. Passive groveling won’t earn him any special accords with me. Poor Favian. He’s been stuck out on the box seat in nothing but the shackles around his wrists and groin. Of course, I still have the keys to both. I haven’t decided when I’ll reveal that I hold rule over his sexual faculties, but when I do, I’m sure it will come in handy to squash any delusions of power that might creep into his masculine head.

 I did let him put on some clothes when I sent him to beg for food from a local farmer, a mistake that I won’t make again. As soon as he returned, I knew Favian could have procured far more offerings for us if he had been a naked beggar rather than a well-dressed scavenger.

“Yes, it does that at night.”

“Yes,” he agrees, not having the courage to press the issue. Clever boy.

I top off my wine and stare at the bottle. It’s almost empty, and we’re down to our last loaf of bread. I would restrict Favian’s intake, but a good workhorse must be properly nourished. I make a mental note to procure some gruel for him at our next stop.

“Let me know when we come upon the next farm. We need to restock our supplies.”

“Yes, miss.”

The wine splashes onto the floor as a wheel strikes a rut in the road.

“Watch where you’re going or you’ll tip the carriage! I’m trying to enjoy myself!”

Favian apologizes and pulls on the reins.

I realize we can’t continue like this indefinitely. Eventually we’ll need to find a more permanent residence where Favian can work and begin earning us some coin. We can probably get a handsome prize for this carriage, though I can’t imagine who could afford such luxury until we come to a city. But overall, I feel optimistic. My night in Femolas may have been a blessing after all. And Durak was right, too. Every young girl does need a man, and I’ve got a fine one right where I want him. I have all sorts of exciting plans for Favian and an open road to think of plenty more.
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