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Surrender at Sword Point

"We're going on an adventure!" Scipio declared as he burst through the tavern doors and threw his arms out wide. A few of the other patrons glanced up from their mugs and private conversations, but the Third Prince had his gaze aimed right at his friend.

Pascal did his best to keep from rolling his eyes. He couldn't help it; as a merchant-cartographer, Pascal should've been more brash and aggressive. His best friend, Third Prince Scipio, loved to make these wild promises and boasts, even when they frequently led both men straight into trouble. And yet, Pascal was wise enough to understand that fortunes were made slowly and carefully. Prudent investments always outweighed the wild wagers of fools and braggarts who mistook momentary luck for true skill.

"What kind of adventure?" Pascal asked as he suppressed the urge to sigh.

The Third Prince didn't answer right away. Instead, he raised an arm. "Wench, bring me and my good friend here, a couple of drinks. Something strong. Something expensive!"

"Your father, the King, probably won't like that," Pascal told his friend.

"There's a reason why I have my endowment," Scipio answered as he dropped down to sit at the rough, wooden table between them. With his elbows pressed to down against the uneven surface, he leaned forward. "So, what have you heard about the borders?"

"Nothing good, if the rumors are to be believed," Pascal replied. "Then again, I try not to listen to rumors, especially when they come from sailors who only seem to be willing to talk when they've got a free drink in hand."

"And that's why you're a wise man. That's why you're my conscience," Third Prince Scipio said. He jumped back up onto his feet, lifted his arm into the air, and waved toward the blonde serving girl. "My friend and I need some drinks! Come on, girl!"

A young woman rushed over. She had her tray, and there were a variety of different drinks on it. Obviously, she was the only one working here tonight besides, the bartender, but he wouldn't be racing around between the tables to supply the men of the tavern. Obviously, something like that was woman's work.

"I don't think I should be your conscience," Pascal said.

"Why not? You have an amazing moral compass, not to mention your focus on reason and rationality. You love your philosophers, don't you?"

"I think it's important to understand how the world works, yes. Reasoning is an important part of that," Pascal replied warily.

"Then why don't you want to be my conscience?" the Third Prince asked. "I think you would be good at it!"

"I wouldn't be your conscience because I already know you wouldn't listen to me."

The blonde serving girl was cute, thought the Third Prince as he took a mug from her. He brought the amber ale to his lips and savored the spicy burn as he swallowed down his first gulp. "You might be right about that," said the prince as he reached back and gave the serving girl a firm slap on her behind. He watched her scurry away. She didn't glance over her shoulder; she did flash them an inviting little smile, but that didn't matter. He was royalty. More importantly, he was a man, and he understood how a girl like her could be seduced.

"What is all this about? What does this have to do with the borders?" Pascal asked as he tried to draw his friend’s attention back to him. If the Third Prince had volunteered for something foolish, then Pascal needed to know about it as soon as possible.

"Right now, we're up against Northumbria, Veii, and Navarre," said the prince like those were obvious details that didn't matter.

"There have been skirmishes," Pascal said carefully.

"Exactly. We are basically at war."

"That requires a formal declaration. More importantly, your father has not called up any conscriptions. Right now, he's only using the local militias to defend his territories."

"Yeah, yeah, whatever," Scipio agreed as he waved those details away. "But come on. It's obvious that they are jealous of us. We have amazing farmland, beautiful cities, and even more beautiful women. Of course they are going to try to come in here and take what is ours."

"So what? We should go to all-out war against three different nations, all at once?" Pascal asked.

Fortunately for the cartographer, Scipio actually seemed deflated at that prospect. Again, he waved his hand, like he wanted to knock those details aside, only this time he didn't have the same energetic enthusiasm. "No, no," he said quickly as he shook his head. "We are a great land filled with many wonderful people, but I don't think we could take on three different countries all at once."

"And their alliance is quite strong," Pascal pointed out.

"Exactly. They are friends. They're forged an alliance, and that means they don't have to worry about us. This has given them the opportunity to expand and to focus on other tasks. But now, all three of them are looking at us like we are prey. We stand alone, and that puts us at a severe disadvantage."

"I'm surprised to hear you speak like this," Pascal said.

"Well, this is the argument I’ll use with my father."

"I see…" Pascal said carefully, since he had already gone through the same kinds of calculations. Like so many other diplomats, Pascal had considered the various maps. What kinds of alliances would work? How would the various factions within each kingdom relate to one another? It was always somewhat more complicated than the aristocrats wanted to believe. After all, if Gevaudan joined with the Triani, the goldsmiths' guild would cause trouble. If the King tried to negotiate with the Isle of Davrick, then the navigators' union would threaten a general strike. Those were only two of the knotted threads that tied the region together...Pascal was certain there were many, many more, and it was often difficult to understand how one small change to a political or economic system might affect various groups. There would always be winners and losers, so it was often a question of who could scream the loudest or maybe even bring different facets of their nation to a complete halt…

Pascal waited for his friend to make an obvious proposal, one which would also be instantly doomed to failure.

To his credit, Scipio surprised him instead with three words, "The Zirquani Empire."

"What?"

"The Zirquani Empire," said the Third Prince again, carefully enunciating each syllable. He slapped his hand against the table, leaned forward again, and explained, "Just think about it. If half of the rumors are true about them, then they could completely alter the balance of power here."

"They're also on the other side of the Mar Obscurum," Pascal replied automatically.

"We have ships that go farther," Scipio replied.

"True…" Pascal conceded. He knew of several trading routes that took merchants and their vessels through the Mar Obscurum. "But the traders who ply those routes also make sure they avoid the Zirquani."

"I get it. This is going to take some careful diplomacy. But between my bravery and your wisdom, we can do it. We can go there, and we can forge a new alliance." The Prince pulled back for a moment. He gripped the edge of the table and dropped his head down. He seemed to carefully consider his next words, which was a surprise all on its own. "Look, I'm not naïve enough to think that they are going to come in here and solve all of our problems. They won't fight our wars, but they can give us an advantage, especially because we wouldn't be standing alone. Maybe we can start out small. Maybe we can come to some kind of arrangement. We could establish a trading route or something into their territory. I'm sure we have something they want."

"What if they don't have anything we want?"

"You see, I love that about you," Scipio said with a giant grin. "You ask the hard questions. And maybe you are right. Okay? I can concede that point. Maybe we'll get there, it will just be some rocks and a couple of small villages, and they won't have anything special. Maybe that's the real reason why none of our merchant houses have been able to make contact with them. There wasn't anything there. I can concede that possibility." As he said that last part, he straightened his back like a statesman. "But what if the rumors are true?"

Pascal considered this. In his experience, word from other nations and territories was almost never reliable. Too often, explorers tried to inflate the importance of their discoveries. And yet, the Zirquani had always carried a special kind of mystique.

"Handheld cannons, sorcerers, maybe even dragons or drakes..." Scipio said.

"Do you really think something like that is possible?" Pascal asked. He had already come to his own conclusions. Maybe he could believe that the Zirquani had crafted new firearms. Although most generals still eschewed the use of the black powder, Pascal understood the potential. And yet, the rest of it? Sorcery? Dragons? Winged horses? Massive towers, huge domes, and mighty galleons twice the size anything their merchant navies could muster? It all seemed so fantastical.

"It doesn't matter what I think," Scipio said with a surprising amount of modesty. "It only matters what we discover."

Just like that, Pascal realized that the debate was irrelevant. One way or another, the Third Prince was going to get on a ship and head off toward that mysterious peninsula. For Pascal, it was only a question of whether or not he would join his friend. In the end, that wasn't really a choice at all.

It took some time to find a ship.

On the first day, Third Prince Scipio stood along the shoreline and held out his arms. "What do you think? That one over there?" He pointed to one of the larger ships in the harbor. With its massive, white sails and broad hull, it looked like it could have doubled as a mighty worship. That was the kind of vessel that could slam its way through any storm, not that the sailors would have been foolish enough to tempt the gods with such talk anywhere near the water.

Despite his title, position, and the generous allotment of gold given by the king for this adventure, Scipio and his friend endured the same conversation again and again.

"My liege, I captain one of the finest vessels that has ever traversed the Mar Obscurum! We have survived storms, pirate attacks, and so much more. I have a solid crew. My men are some of the best you will ever see. Lightning, rain, hail, the most horrendous winds you have ever seen, none of it will stop my men!" After the boasts, Scipio or Pascal informed the captains of the destinations, and they all stopped, blinked, pulled off their caps, and stared off into the distance before saying something like, "The Zirquani Empire, you say? My Lords, I am very sorry, but I just remembered we have another engagement." After that, they politely excused themselves and rushed off as quickly as decorum allowed.

"Are all of our merchants cowards?" Third Prince Scipio demanded.

"Can you commandeer one of the naval vessels?" Pascal asked.

The King's Navy hardly deserved the title, but there were a couple of small cutters which were capable, at least in theory, of crossing the sea. But really, those ships only existed to track toll-runners and scare off occasional pirates.

"No. Father wouldn't allow me to take any of those ships. He made it very clear. If we want to do this, we need to find a merchant, someone who can take us there."

Despite his status as a royal, Scipio had dropped down onto the edge of the dock. His black, polished boots swung to and fro, just above the lapping waters. Pascal was seated beside him and stared off into the distance as he tried to think of some other option. As far as he knew, the Zirquani Empire was surrounded by water on three sides and harsh deserts to the north. That meant they couldn't just try to take in a caravan. Simultaneously, there weren't any other small regional powers they could visit instead and hope to find another ship. They either had to leave from Gevuadan or not at all...

"I hear you boys are having some trouble," came another voice.

Pascal turned back. After wandering the docks for the last three days and listening to one excuse after another, his patience had worn thin and brittle.

A woman stood in front of them. Unlike the serving girls who worked at the taverns near the shoreline, this woman wore dark, worn boots, black breeches, and a white blouse. She also had on a black cap. Most bizarre of all, she wore a cutlass at her side.

"What are you?" Scipio demanded. Normally, he would have been willing to play the role of the roguish scoundrel, but something seemed to stop him. It was exhaustion, Pascal realized.

The woman pulled her broadrimmed cap off of her head and bowed politely, "Have I heard the rumors correctly? Are there a pair of young men who are hoping to make it to the Empire?"

"Miss, I asked you a question. Who are you?"

"Technically, you asked me what I am. And to answer that question, I am the captain of the Wild Luck. She's a small ship, but I can get you to the Empire for the right price."

"A woman captain?" Scipio asked. As he spoke, he seemed to stumble over the syllables, like those two words simply didn't belong together. "And what? You have a crew of little girls? You recruit some serving wenches who were curious about ropes?"

"Scipio, that might not be a great idea," Pascal said. He had heard of nations where women were allowed greater freedoms. There were even legends of Amazon tribes existing on the far reaches of any map.

"Your friend is right," said the woman. "You don't want to challenge me."

"Do you know how to use that blade?" Scipio asked, clearly undeterred.

"How about a little dual? You know, just a fun way to see whether or not you can trust me. After all, if I have to try to speak to convince you that I know what I'm doing, I'm pretty sure we will be here until the sun burns out."

Scipio pulled himself up onto his feet, he raised his arms, stretched his limbs, and tilted his head from side to side. "Actually, some exercise could be fun. So what's the wager?"

"A gold corum," she said as she drew a coin from her pocket, tightened it against the tip of her thumb, and flipped it up into the air. She caught it, held it out, and waited for his acquiescence.

"Ten if you win," he said. "And I get a night with you if I win."

The captain smirked with one corner of her mouth, "You know, I should be insulted by that offer, but I'm really not. Do you know why?"

"Why?" asked the Third Prince with a note of indulgence in his voice.

"Because you strike me as a pampered, spoiled boy, the kind of young man who can't see past the tip of his dick. But don't worry. I'm happy to educate you, especially once you have my boot on the back of your neck."

"That's not going to happen. But don't worry, young lady. I will be gentle with you when I take you back to my chambers. But first, allow me to introduce myself. I'm Third Prince Scipio and this is my good friend, the esteemed diplomat Pascal Drake."

"A pleasure to meet you," said the woman. Incongruously, she spoke and drew her blade, holding it out. Instantly, she assumed a fighter's stance. Light on her feet, she would be able to dodge and weave from side to side. Simultaneously, she would be ready to jab forward or bring her blade up and block or parry his first attacks. "I am Kora Demore."

Scipio bowed, drew his own cutlass, and the two started to circle one another. Occasionally, Scipio launched forward just a little bit, only to draw back. None of his feints seemed to surprise or trick Captain Demore, however.

Finally, he got impatient. Scipio rushed forward, and he swung down with a wide arc. The sailor stepped to one side, easily dodging. As Scipio twisted back and turned around in order to bring up his defenses, he found her racing toward him. Her blade came down hard and fast, and he just barely managed to lift the guard of his sword up in time. Her blade bounced against the smooth iron.

In that same moment, he raised his leg and kicked out, catching her in the stomach, but she had already started to pull back, so she didn't get hit with most of that force. Instead, her cheeks were flushed, and there was this while grin on her face.

"Cute," she said. "I'm always surprised when boys think they can fight."

"You haven't touched me so far," Scipio taunted.

But that's when she came at him.

She ducked down, rushed forward, jabbing, only to pull her blade up and swing back in a tight arc. He just barely managed to block, but that's when she raised her free hand and slapped him across the cheek.

In the next instant, she retreated back again.

Scipio couldn't believe it. Yes, his skin continued to sting, but that seemed almost impossible.

Obviously, they weren’t fighting to actually harm one another. He didn't intend to mar her pretty face, yet some part of him still believed this had been some kind of trick. There was no way she actually got close enough to smack him across the cheek. Understanding distance was one of the most important parts of a dual. How did she slip past his defenses? Was she really that small? Or maybe she had employed some trick she had learned overseas?

Whatever the answer happened to be, Third Prince Scipio promised himself that it wouldn't happen again.

"What about you, boy? You haven't said anything especially foolish," Kora said to Pascal. "Aren't you going to encourage your friend?"

"Oh no," Pascal replied. "He doesn't require any encouragement from me."

"And yet, you haven't taunted or teased me about my sex. Why is that, Pascal Drake?"

"Do you want to talk to my friend or have a duel?" Scipio demanded.

The blonde sailor grinned. Even as her hair flashed around her shoulders and down her back, she swung down. Their blades clanged against one another as iron met steel. In that instant, he tried to push forward. He attempted to use pure muscle to shove her back, but she held her ground. Her calves tensed as her body locked in place, and she grinned at him. "What? Is that the best you can do?" Cora taunted him.

"Screw you!" Scipio growled back at her. Maybe he intended those words to come off as fierce and intimidating; instead, he sounded almost childish. In that moment, Pascal couldn't help but shake his head because his friend sounded like some petulant royal who didn't understand how the world actually worked.

In fact, Pascal thought about calling out encouragement to his friend. At the last instant, the diplomat changed his mind. Instead, he let his friend focus on the battle at hand.

Finally, Scipio yanked his blade back. He was about to retreat, to stumble away, only the sailor lunched forward again, and she brought her fist right into his gut. The air was knocked from his lungs, he let out a pathetic wheeze, and he stumbled back again. This time, however, he had to fight to stay up on his feet.

Maybe it was muscle memory created over long months and years spent in the practice cages at the palace or maybe it was simple, prideful, anger. Either way, he raised his weapon and roared. There wasn't that much sound that came out of his lungs, but it didn't matter. Even if his limbs cried out for fresh oxygen, he didn't care. Instead, he slammed his blade down again and again.

With the swings, he tried to knock her back, to force her against the wall, to trap her…

It didn't work.

Each time, she danced out of the way, fainting, dodging, and blocking. Even as the metal rang out, she remained just outside of his reach.

Then she made it even worse for this boy, "What? Is that the best you have got? Come on. You're supposed to be a prince, aren't you? Doesn't the king make you train? Don't you have access to some of the best fighters in this land?"

"I'm going to have you on your back!" Scipio snarled.

"We'll see," she promised.

That's when Pascal truly understood.

In those opening seconds, it seemed like Cora had to struggle. She had focused all of her attention and effort on the Third Prince, only now she grinned. She even glanced over at Pascal for a moment and winked at him! How could she do that?

She was playing with him; she toyed with him from one swing to the next. As their blades slammed and rocked against one another, Cora Demore enjoyed herself. She was playing with this boy because he wasn't a threat to her.

Pascal started to nibble on the inside of his mouth as he contemplated whether or not he should try to do or say something. Perhaps he could warn his friend? No. If he tried, he would only distract the Third Prince. Whether Pascal liked it or not, Scipio was on his own.

Pretty soon, however, the young royal found himself panting. He tightened his grip on his blade, but his arms were tired. He had channeled raw, unadulterated anger into his attacks, and it hadn't worked. Worse, Cora seemed completely at ease. In fact, she now stepped back, rested the tip of her blade down against the dock, and she seemed to lounge there, like she was happy to give him all the time he needed to rest. "What's wrong?" asked the woman. "Is the mighty warrior getting tired?"

Between gasps, Scipio grunted, "You don't know what you're talking about."

"Don't I?"

That's when she danced forward. Moving with the grace of any ballerina, she swung down, pivoted, jumped to one side, slashed again, all of which made it obvious to Pascal: the Third Prince couldn't handle her. Again, he wished he could intervene; he wished there was something he could do or say, but that's when she slashed down again, and he just barely blocked. Then she jumped up, kicking, and she slammed her boot against the side of his wrist. All at once, the blade went flying out of his hand. It tumbled and spun through the air. In the next moment, she caught it. Then she rested both of the edges against the sides of his neck.

"You a good boy?"

Red heat burned against his cheeks and up to his forehead, but Scipio, only glared at her for those next few seconds. "I yield," he finally declared.

She held out his blade, he took it, and then she kept her hand out, palm up. "I believe you owe me some money, boy. After that, you can buy me a drink, and we can talk about your destination."

A short time later, they found themselves in another tavern. Because Scipio clearly needed to nurse his ego, not to mention the bruise on his gut, Pascal focused on the sailor. At first, they concentrated on the logistical details. Where exactly in the Empire did these boys wished to go? What was their timetable? How do they feel about other potential stops? Were there any other issues Captain Demore needed to know about?

The price would be exorbitant, Pascal soon learned. Even so, he glanced over to the Third Prince and wondered if maybe Scipio would use this as an excuse to call off the entire endeavor. And yet, surprisingly, Scipio remained silent. He listened and paid attention, but he didn't add anything.

"There's one last point," Cora said before they settled on the final arrangements for this journey.

"And what's that?" Pascal asked.

Rather than answer his question directly, she responded with one of her own, "What do you know about the Empire?"

"It's a fairly prosperous and successful nation established on a peninsula in the eastern half of the Mar Obscurum," Pascal said, reciting the words like a scholar. "Little concrete is known about the people of the Empire, but there are lots of rumors."

"Such as?"

Pascal didn't know how he felt about getting quizzed like this, yet he answered nonetheless. If anything, maybe he enjoyed a little flutter of excitement. She was a beautiful woman, and now he got to show off in front of her. Between Pascal and Scipio, the Third Prince obviously garnered far more attention. Maidens who met the prince were charmed by his charisma, not to mention his wealth and titles. All of this normally meant that Pascal stepped off to the side as his friend became the center of almost every gathering.

And yet, this woman seemed focused on Pascal. In that instance, knowledge had become more important than titles or the preening good looks of a royal.

Carefully, he told her, "There are rumors about the weapons. Apparently, they have better refined black powder, larger cannons, and enormous warships."

"All true," she said. "Go on." Apparently, the Empire's military might didn't interest her.

"What are you asking about? What are you really asking about?" Pascal asked as he leaned forward.

"Go on," she said again. "Tell me about the rumors."

She seemed fixated on one particular detail, only she didn't want to bring it up herself. Why not? Pascal couldn't answer the question, so he decided to play along. As a professional diplomat, he had been involved in countless negotiations. Sometimes, it could be useful to let the other party lead the conversation, so long as he didn't ignore his own goals and priorities. With that in mind, he glanced over at the Third Prince. Keeping his friend safe would be his first priority as a servant of the Crown.

"There are also rumors about the universities and libraries. According to some of our sources, the Empire has vast storehouses of knowledge. There are ancient scripts, modern tomes, and everything in between."

"That is also true," Cora told him. "Continue."

"Apparently, the Empire is also very wealthy. They have merchants that go out and trade with most of the nations of Mar Obscurum. Few traders actually fly the Empire's flags, but there are lots of rumors that the Empire uses intermediaries and smugglers. Considering your openness about traveling there, it makes me wonder…"

"You're not a customs inspector," she said even as she grinned and wagged her head from side to side, making the light play along her wavy, blonde tresses.

"No," Pascal said. "I'm not."

"Okay, you have told me about the military, the academics, and the Mercantile exchange. As lovely as all of that is, there something else. I want to know what you have heard."

Pascal narrowed his eyes for just a second, only then he dismissed the idea. That couldn't be what she wanted to hear, right? Finally, Scipio interjected, "She wants to know about the women."

"Give the boy applause," Cora said as she snapped her fingers and pointed to the prince.

"Those are just rumors," Pascal said. As a man of diplomacy and letters, he understood the importance of understanding other individuals' perspectives. A successful negotiation often came down to questions of finding common goals and desires, no matter how difficult that may have seemed at the outset. But now, he turned to his friend, "Those have to be ramblings of drunken sailors who just want to impress their colleagues."

"Or maybe you are naïve," Cora suggested to Pascal.

He raised one eyebrow. "Madame, I have traveled across the sea many times. I have visited plenty of city states, kingdoms, duchies, and more. I've witnessed naval battles and read up extensively on the cultures all across the known world."

"And yet, you are still a pair of boys fumbling in the dark as you try to understand something so much bigger than you."

"Are you a patriot?" Pascal asked with just a hint of derision.

"I am," she said. "More importantly, I'm a realist. Don't get me wrong. Your little kingdom is adorable. This is probably where we were a good thousand years ago."

Pascal tightened his brows. Normally, he considered himself to be skilled when it came to hiding his reactions, but the skepticism radiated off of him. In the next moment, he wanted to say something like, "Perhaps you should reconsider your modesty." Instead, he stayed quiet and he watched her.

Sure enough, Cora Demore continued, "We are far more advanced in natural philosophy, economics, politics, and so much more. But really, it's that last part where I think we shine the brightest."

"And why is that?" Pascal forced himself to ask through tightened lips.

"Are the rumors true?" Scipio asked as he cocked his head to one side. Unlike Pascal, he didn't seem annoyed. In fact, there was something else in his tone. Intrigue? Maybe he was fascinated by the possibilities. "Is the Empire actually ruled by a woman?"

"Not just one woman," replied the sailor. "You see, the Empire is quite different. In our land, women rule, and the boys serve."

"How can such a nation possibly exist?" Pascal asked. "There is a natural order to the universe. Even if that order is disrupted from time to time, there are immutable laws that will always come into play. Like calls to like. Balance, moderation, and strength leads people forward."

"Are those aphorisms or platitudes?" Cora teased him.

Keeping his lips sealed this time, he inhaled slowly through his nostrils. As he filled his lungs, Pascal tried not to be annoyed with this woman. After all, she was just a woman. Perhaps she existed as a rare exception, a female who knew how to sail and traverse the seas, but one exception did not alter the conclusions built on generations of observation and insight. He thought of his forefathers, and how they had worked to unscramble the mysteries of the world, from the movement of the heavens all the way to the correct relations between the sexes.

Since Pascal didn't say anything, Cora continued, "Imagine your land. But picture it as far more advanced. Instead of wasting money on petty wars, we have concentrated on developing new technologies. We have focused on advancement and evolution. While your dynasties seemed most interested in maintaining power, ours has worked hard to promote the common good."

"The common good?" Scipio grinned like he thought there might be a punchline somewhere in those three words.

"Yes," she said. "A ruler must prove herself; she must demonstrate her ability to strengthen our lands. If she fails, then she is removed."

"Revolution?"

"No. She can step down. She can abdicate."

"This sounds like a fantasy," Pascal said. Maybe he used the word "fantasy," but there was that trembling deep within he's gut, like, perhaps "nightmare" would have been more accurate.

"So what?" Scipio needed to know. "Women are your merchants? Your soldiers?" Yet her last words sounded like it was a complete and utter impossibility.

"Generally speaking, men work the fields. Occasionally, they pull our plows. They also care for our very young children, and they are often lent out to the wealthiest ladies as servants."

"You make men sound like slaves."

Cora didn't disagree.

Narrowing his eyes slightly, Pascal had to ask, "Why are you telling us all of this?"

The sailor leaped forward and rested her elbows on the table. At first, she didn't say anything, only then her head tilted slightly to one side, and she smiled first at Pascal, then at Scipio. "As boys, I want you to understand what you are facing. Third Prince Scipio, you want to go into the Empire to negotiate an alliance. Correct?"

"Yes," he said.

"Okay," she allowed. "You can certainly try. I want you to understand now that it won't be what you envision. I'm not like some of my sisters. The women of my land, see boys like you as potential property. So once you step foot in the Empire, you have to understand that your crown will mean little." She turned to Pascal. "And your knowledge will mean nothing at all."

"It can't be as bad as all that," Scipio insisted.

"One way or the other, you have been warned."

Riding the waves always brought danger, Pascal knew. For the most part, Captain Demore kept her ship close to the coast, which minimized the risks, yet threats remained. A sudden storm could sweep across the sea and capsize the small vessel. Her cutter was marginally impressive, and there was something about the shape of the sails that seemed to grant an extra speed. Even so, the waters were always dangerous. At several points, he thought he saw the fins of large fish. Predatory beasts? Tiburons? Perhaps. Pascal had no intention of finding out one way or the other.

"One of my people just spotted a patrol ship," Cora told him, snapping Pascal out of his reverie.

"What does that mean?"

"Ideally, nothing much. One of the inspectors will come on board, and she will make sure that we aren't carrying any contraband. In a worst-case scenario, however, she might see you and your friend and decide that extra precautions are required."

"I'm sure we can handle it," Scipio said as he approached the other two.

The captain laughed, turned away, and his friend leaned over. "What do you think it's going to be like?"

"Everything on this ship, seems normal enough," Pascal said. "The captain is a woman, which is unusual, but I suspect she overstated what the Empire is like. Even if there is a woman in charge, I suspect she is a figurehead."

"We have had Queens in the past as well."

"Exactly," Pascal said. As he spoke, he wasn't sure if he was trying to convince his friend, or himself. "Just because a woman takes a leading position, that doesn't mean society is fundamentally different. Besides, all of our Queens were guided by male advisers. These were learned men who could help her and guide her to the best decisions."

"I guess we’re about to find out," Scipio said.

The two boys initially stayed up on the deck until they spotted the patrol ship. At first, Pascal thought it would pull up alongside them in the next hour. It took three more hours, not because either ship was especially slow, but because the patrol was far off in the distance. So how did they see it?

It was enormous.

Pascal liked to think of himself as a worldly man, especially when it came to the different vessels that sailed across the sea. It wasn't just the number of sails, the number of decks, the rows of canons peeking out from the side of the ship, the huge mass, or anything else. It was the sheer size.

The vessel didn't even pull up alongside Cora's ship. Instead, it dispatched two smaller ships, both of which were equipped with their own sails. These cutters were hoisted down into the water, their sails raised, and they headed forward.

In truth, Pascal understood he needed to stay up here on the deck. Still, he looked back at his friend. "Maybe you should go back to our quarters?” Room was tight on board this ship, but they had been given a chamber to share equipped with a pair of hammocks.

"No, I want to be here for this," Scipio said. The Third Prince wasn't wearing his sword, but his hand dropped down to his belt nonetheless. In that moment, he really wished he could have wrapped his finger around the pommel of his weapon.

Why?

Both young men tried to tell themselves that they were here on a diplomatic mission. At the same time, however, they noticed something shift around the crew. First, the males glanced back and forth at one another. Then they strode over to one side of the ship, and a lowered themselves down onto their knees. The women didn't bother. Instead, they continued with their tasks, whatever they happened to be.

They didn't need weapons. They needed to the right words.

The women of the Empire wore dark brown and red armored breast plates. Despite the protection, they climbed up onto the ship with ease. Before they could call out for the captain, Cora sauntered up to them. "Ladies, you are welcome here. How may I be of assistance?"

A woman with dark red hair tied back into a long braid stepped forward. "I am Talia of the Empire's Royal Navy. I am here to inspect your cargo and crew."

"My boys are all well-trained and properly equipped."

"That's good to hear," said the inspector. She strode over to one of the kneeling boys, snapped her fingers, and said, "Stand."

"Yes, my lady," he answered automatically. Not only that, he obeyed, jumping to his feet. The inspector glanced down toward his belt. "Show me."

The crewmen immediately turned back to his captain, who nodded. From there, the boy loosened his trousers, and he pulled down his pants. Both Pascal and Scipio watched, somewhat fascinated and somewhat horrified. How could a woman issue commands like this? It was one thing to hear Cora order her men around. She was the captain on board a ship. But this woman was an inspector?

It was difficult to understand. In fact, Pascal began to appreciate the hardships faced by the explorers and diplomats who had visited the Empire. Those men had to write out key details, but what if the truth itself became unbelievable?

The inspector glanced down at the boy. She brushed her fingers along the smooth, metal and leather band he wore around his waist. "Who holds your key?"

"The captain holds my key, my lady," he said.

Key?

"And what about those boys?" demanded the inspector.

"Those are my passengers," Cora said. "Allow me to introduce Third Prince Scipio and Pascal Drake."

Scipio kept his back straight, but Pascal bowed politely. Not only that, he said, "We’re humble travelers eager to understand more of your land."

"He's very articulate," the inspector pointed out. A couple of the soldiers who had accompanied her were chuckling. Glancing up, Pascal couldn't help but notice that they carried more than blades; they also had pistols on their belts. He had never seen a gun that could be so small. He wondered how effective and accurate it might be. Then he decided he didn't really want to see for himself.

The redhaired woman turned back to him, "Boy, are you prepared for entry to the Empire? Are you familiar with our customs? Have you been properly equipped?"

"To what customs do you refer, my lady?" He was careful to use that honorific. Maybe it sounded strange on his tongue, but he understood the importance of trying to follow their rules and beliefs.

"To understand the importance of male subservience?"

"We will both endeavor to be respectful," Pascal hedged.

The inspector glanced back at her comrades. "You know, I don't think that is sufficient. Pull down your pants, boy."

"My lady," Scipio stepped forward. Right away, Pascal knew this wouldn't be good, but he also didn't have any clear plan for what he should say. "I'm sure this is something we can negotiate."

Both Pascal and Scipio had noticed Cora's crew, especially the men, and how they deferred to her authority. For his part, Pascal had assumed the men had learned to respect their captain. It was strange and novel, but perhaps she was one of those rare females who could compete with the men around her.

Now they saw the truth.

Talia, the inspector, strode up to the two men. "I won't repeat myself," she instructed.

They were far from the royal court. When Pascal glanced back at Cora, he hoped she might give some encouraging sign. Instead, she watched him with her steeled gaze like this didn't affect her one way or the other. The decision to resist or obey belonged to Pascal and Scipio...They'd also be the ones to endure the consequences of their actions.

Glancing over at his comrade, Pascal waited for the Third Prince to make a decision. This was his mission, after all, so he would ultimately be the one to make the choice. After all, Pascal could already tell that the inspector wasn't going to accept anything less than compliance. This wasn't one of those moments where a carefully worded request might be enough to get her to change her mind.

"Fine," Scipio said.

In several smooth motions, he pulled up his belt, dropped the leather band to the deck of the ship, and yanked down his trousers. In those next moments, Pascal did the same.

"Not good enough," Talia said. "I intend to inspect both of you for contraband."

"What?" Pascal said.

Even the captain surprised them as she leaned over and whispered, "Is that really necessary? I've known these boys for the last few days. I think they are trustworthy. Besides, they are already honoring our traditions."

"Our traditions would put them in cages down in the hold," Talia pointed out. "They would be naked and transported like any other breed of livestock."

That couldn't be true...could it?

Pascal lowered his voice, "We wish no trouble. We will obey your commands, whatever they happen to be." If he cooperated, then maybe she wouldn't need to behave quite so aggressively.

"Strip. Now. Both of you," commanded the inspector.

Pascal closed his eyes, and he tried to pretend that the female crewmembers weren’t watching. Most of the men had their backs to Pascal and Scipio, so they weren't a concern. And yet, he started to pull off his shirt, cloak, and boots. As he worked, Pascal kept waiting for someone to interrupt him. One of the women should have called out, "That's enough. You have proved your willingness to cooperate."

Naked now, Pascal did his best to maintain his dignity even as cold air blew in along the ocean waves. Little bumps appeared along his shoulders and up the back of his neck.

The blonde inspector strode forward, her boots hitting the deck hard as she ran her eyes up and down his body. At first, he kept his arms locked over his chest. "Hold your hands behind your back," she commanded. "Lift your chin, and don't make eye contact."

"Yes, my lady," he said. At the same time, he tried to follow her instructions to the best of his ability. Apparently, Scipio was doing the same.

The Third Prince may have started to cooperate, but then he had to ask, "What exactly do you think we might be smuggling?" Apparently, he decided this would be a good moment to try to play with the inspector. Pascal shot him a warning glance, but this friend ignored it, "Are you worried I might try to steal your heart and run off to shore with that? My lady, you are a beautiful woman, and I think we could have quite a bit of fun together."

Yes, those lines would have worked with some random barmaid, but Talia was so much more than that. She wasn't impressed by his title, especially when it had been conferred by the court of some backwater nation. She strode right up in front of him. She looked into his eyes. Despite her previous command, he stared back. At the same time, he wore this impish grin. His good looks and brazen manner might have worked somewhere else with another woman, but the fierce expression on Talia's face didn't shift or change in the slightest.

"Are you my equal?"

"My lady, I can show you exactly what I can to. I can prove myself as your superior," said the Third Prince. “Until you've been with royalty, you have no idea what the art of lovemaking can truly be."

Eyes widening, Pascal still had his eyes aimed at the wooden deck beneath his feet, yet he silently tried to convey the foolishness of what his friend was doing. He remembered those mythical animals that were supposed to be able to communicate like men without the use of mouths; they could drop thoughts and ideas into a person's head. Right then and there, he desperately wished for that talent!

Talia slapped the prince.

Her hand flew up, struck, and left a bright red patch of skin along his cheek.

The prince reached down for his blade, but he had discarded it along with his trousers as well.

"Tie him to the mast," Talia commanded.

Several of the female crewmembers obeyed. Up until now, Scipio had resisted the urge to play around with them. He hadn't tried to seduce them, although his eyes had certainly wandered along their bodies. If asked about it, he probably would have said that it was in his nature. As a man, he had no choice. He had to yield to those instinctive desires as he stared and studied the contours of their necks, the curves of their cheeks, the color of their lips, and the outlines of their bodies.

But now those women grabbed him, pushed him up against the mast, dragged his arms around the rough, wooden surface, and tied his wrists together. They moved quickly and efficiently, binding him within the span of just a few seconds.

Apologize, you fool. Beg for leniency. As far as Pascal was concerned, no other strategy could prove sufficient. Instead, Scipio yanked and twisted, fighting his ropes. His ass was on display, and he pulled, twisting and struggling as hard as he could. Unfortunately for him, the silken ropes used by Cora and her crew proved to be more than strong enough to keep him bound and restrained.

"You can't do this to me! I am a member of the Royal Family!"

This declaration may have mattered, and meant something back on the mainland. Within the King's borders, perhaps Scipio deserved a lot of respect. But out here, he was only a representative. Pascal understood what it meant to be a diplomat; he recognized that the precarious position they now occupied.

Scipio did not.

He kept pulling and twisting against his bonds.

Talia came up behind him, reached up, and slid her fingers around the base of his throat. "You're not even wearing a collar. How can you possibly be an obedient boy if you haven't been trained? Don't worry. We can give you a quick lesson in the proper comportment for any boy."

She pulled her hand away from his throat, dropped it down to his cheek, and then she squeezed.

"Your friend really likes to fight, doesn't he?" Cora asked Pascal.

With his eyes still downcast, the diplomat shook his head, "He doesn't know when to quit."

The inspector drew her hand back into the air, and then she spanked the prince. She brought her hand down, striking at the right side of his buttocks, then the left. Her hand bounced back up into the air, and then she chuckled, "You have a nice, firm posterior. It's excellent for spanking!"

A couple of the female crewmembers chuckled. The men, still kneeling and obedient, didn't react.

For his part, Pascal glanced over at the captain. Silently, he tried to implore her to do something. Unfortunately, Demore could only shake her head from side to side.

Perhaps, if Scipio had obeyed or cooperated, then this wouldn't be necessary. Instead, he had tried to seduce the inspector, so now he had to face the consequences of his actions.

Nibbling down on the inside of his mouth, Pascal wondered if he could try to interject. Could he say something? Do something? For a moment, he imagined grabbing one of the discarded blades, drawing it, and attacking. What good would that do? Could he get down on his knees and plead for mercy? Yes, but Scipio wouldn't have wanted that either. After all, nothing held his friend back from issuing an apology.

Instead, he took the spanking, one blow after another. Each slap left his cheeks a bright shade of pink.

But now the inspector stepped back and said, "It is my responsibility to protect our nation from contraband, both material and intellectual." She paused for a moment as she allowed those words to hang on the cold air. "Ladies, would anyone here like to spank this boy?"

They could spank a prince?

Several of the women held up their hands. They looked like pupils at a teacher's lecture.

"Come along then," Talia said as she motioned for the women to form a line.

"We can't let this happen," Pascal hissed.

"Your friend isn't a fool. He must understand what's going on here."

"May I speak to him? Please?"

"I can probably distract her for a couple of seconds. It will give you a little time," said the captain.

"Yes, please," he said.

Cora shrugged like she surely knew this would make no difference, but she strode over to the inspector anyway. The two women started to whisper back and forth. What were they talking about? Ultimately, it wouldn't change anything.

Taking his opportunity, Pascal quickly rushed over to his friend. Scipio had his head pushed against the mast, and his eyes were clenched shut. His lips had hardened into an angry frown, especially because he had never been in a situation like this before. He didn't know how to deal with it. He was supposed to be a prince, after all. Beyond his bloodline, he also existed as a man. Women were not supposed to be able to put him in a position like this. But every time he tried to convince himself that it was just some nightmare or delusion, he pulled on the silk ropes and experienced captivity all over again.

Whether he liked it or not, he had been bound like livestock.

"Just apologize. Tell these women what they want to hear, and it will be done with."

"I will not yield. I will show these women what we are and what we are capable of," Scipio growled back at his friend.

"Do you think she is bluffing? She is not."

"She is an inspector, but she would never, ever allow these commoners to touch me," he said.

The inspector cleared her throat, Pascal glanced up, and he saw that she had her eyes locked on him. Instantly, heat flashed along the surface of his skin as he realized he could get in trouble as well. Scurrying back, he turned his eyes back to the deck, and he held his hands in front of his most private parts as he tried to maintain some thin veneer of modesty.

It didn't really work. He understood that he was on display.

They both were.

And yet, Pascal enjoyed some degree of luck. After all, the women on board the ship were far, far more interested in seeing the Third Prince endure this humiliation. For the moment, Pascal had to wonder what the crew thought. These were women who had gone to the Empire. They saw what it was like for the females there. Women occupied positions of power; they could seize control at any moment. But then they returned to the other nations, traveling and selling their wares, only to be reminded again and again of how most men saw them. They were wives or potential playthings and little else.

Silently, Pascal tried to encourage his friend to change his mind.

The inspector, however, had finished speaking with the captain, so now she strode up to him. "You, you, and you," she said as she picked out three of the crewmembers. Those women rushed forward, and if they were whispering and giggling back and forth. Yes, they were skilled sailors, but now they sounded more like childish courtesans sharing secrets.

Talia raised her hand into the air, she spread her fingers, and she called out. Now that she had everyone's attention, "Ladies, as the inspector and representative of Her Majesty, the Empress, I now give you permission to punish him. Spank him. Show this boy exactly where he belongs."

"My lady?" Pascal called out, fully aware he had to say something.

"What is it, boy?"

Boy. When she uttered that single syllable, he could feel it like an insult. Then again, how often had the men around him referred to some "girl" despite her status as an adult? Despite the slight, he straightened his back, rolled his shoulders, and looked down toward her shins, "My lady, what must he do to satisfy you?"

A couple of the crewmembers glanced back and forth, only now disappointment clouded their features. Clearly, they wanted to spank him. They wanted to have some fun with him. They wanted to see the vaunted Third Prince struggle and writhe.

Talia seemed to consider this for several seconds. What would satisfy her? What detail would prove her point? "He must apologize," she declared.

That was it?

At first, Pascal itched to laugh. He could feel a bout of amusement at the back of his throat, only then he glanced over at his naked friend once again. What would it take to make him apologize? As far as the Third Prince was concerned, he was royalty. His pedigree meant he would never apologize to his inferiors…

Pascal wanted to bring his palm up to his face, close his eyes and try to hide from this.

The first crew member stepped up behind the Prince, and she leaned forward, whispering something into his ear. The boy didn't react. But then she dropped her hand down to his left butt cheek, pulled her palm back and smacked his rear! Yes, whether he wished to believe it or not, Third Prince Scipio had just been spanked by a commoner!

That first crew member struck once, twice, three, then four times. Finally, she grabbed his posterior, squeezed, and stepped back. She looked over at one of her friends, and the two women grinned back and forth at each other. They held back for a moment, and then her colleagues stepped up.

Through all of this, Scipio stared at the curved wood in front of him. He wouldn't react; he wouldn't respond.

Clearly, Pascal couldn't be certain one way or the other, yet it seemed clear. His friend wished to maintain some outward sign of dignity. Even if he had been stripped, tied up, and his backside was now on display, he endured as the Third Prince. As such, he could bear the indignity with stoic detachment. These women might punish him, but he wouldn't react!

Pascal thought it was foolish.

Sure, there were male crewmembers, men who remained kneeling against the deck with their heads bowed down and their hands held behind their backs. Back on the mainland, maybe they would be lauded as heroes. After all, plying the waters could be a dangerous trade, yet these men behaved like servants and slaves here. Because there were women around, they remained silent and obedient.

Another woman stepped up behind Scipio. She pinched the back of his neck before gliding her knuckles down along his backside. He was a well muscled man, an excellent specimen of what a boy could be.

And so, she grinned, pinched his buttocks, pulled her hand back, and proceeded to spank him.

Within minutes, another woman took her place. After that, the women seemed to play around with him. They struck his naked, vulnerable skin. They watched as his lips tensed and he glared straight forward at the curved wood before him.

Silently, Pascal wished he could convey something to his friend. He wanted to call out, "You don't have to do this. You have already proven your point. Give them what they want."

"Are you ready to apologize, boy? Are you ready to tell us all about where a boy belongs?" Pascal didn't see exactly which of the women made those demands, but it was obvious his friend would have to yield.

By now, his knees had bent slightly. Not only that, his face glistened with perspiration despite the cold waves of air washing across the vessel's deck.

"Go on, boy," commented one of the women. "You can do it."

"It's funny," said another one of the crew. "These boys love to try to hold out. They try so hard to behave like stubborn jackasses. What's the point? He has to know we are not going to release him until he satisfies the inspector."

Perhaps Scipio heard those words. Maybe not. Either way, another young woman spanked him hard and fast; her hand came down in a furious barrage. Pascal wished he could just turn away and face the open sea. He could have watched the waves, the dark blue hues, and the white crests. But now something compelled him to continue to watch. Even if he wished he could stop this, Pascal simply stood there naked as a pair of women stood to his left and right.

"One of them had asked, "What about you, boy? Are you going to be disobedient?"

"No, my lady," he had said right away. "I do not want to be disobedient or defiant." Somehow, he suspected that these women were disappointed by his "good" behavior. If he cooperated, then they didn't have any excuse to punish him…

Finally, Scipio growled out, "I'm sorry!" His eyes were wet, although he refused to shed any tears. At the same time, Pascal could easily imagine the stabbing pain coming from his tormented buttocks. Both of his cheeks had turned bright shades of red under the onslaught.

At least the spankings finally stopped.

"What was that?" Talia came up to the boy and grabbed him by his hair, jerking his head back. Eyes wide, he could only stare up at the pale blue of the sky and the white sails overhead.

"I'm sorry," he said. "That's what you want to hear, isn't it?"

"Tone matters," she said.

Scipio sucked in a breath, but it was Pascal who stepped forward. Despite his of nudity, he tried to appear dignified and as diplomatic as possible as he asked, "My lady, may I speak with him for just a moment?"

The inspector glanced back at Pascal as though she had forgotten he was there altogether. Apparently, teasing and tormenting a prince from an inferior nation had absorbed all of her focus.

Talia glanced over at the captain. Cora refused to challenge the inspector, but she gave her nod of approval, and so she said, "You have a few seconds."

"Just give these women what they want," Pascal said to his friend. "Look, I don't know how they do things. It doesn't matter if we think they are insane. We have to cooperate."

"Why? Why would I ever cooperate with these crazed bitches?"

"Because you still want the alliance, don't you?"

At first, Scipio clearly wished to toss back the obvious answer. No, of course he didn't care about this alliance, especially if they were willing to take the men and strip them naked. Only then he turned to his side, and he saw the enormous patrol ship. If that was only one piece of their fleet, then he knew he needed their assistance. With allies like these, his people could be made unstoppable…

"Your pride has taken a beating," Pascal said. "I understand this. But for now, just cooperate with them."

"Fine," Scipio said.

Pascal took several steps back. The other women came closer, leaving Scipio to make his final decision. Would he really do this? Was he really succumbing to these women and what they expected from him? If he did, he would reinforce all of their beliefs. They thought there was a natural order to the universe? They believed men needed to be on their knees before the women around them?

"Try again," instructed Talia. "Now."

Scipio grabbed onto the curved edges of the rope. His fingertips pushed down, and his knuckles turned white as the frustration flashed through his body. Even so, he closed his eyes, dipped his head forward, and said, "I apologize for my bad behavior. You, you are right. I am a male, and that makes me inferior." He practically spat of those words. Pascal wished his friend could try harder, but this was the best a member of the royal family could muster.

"Lock them both in chastity belts, cage them in the hold, and we will be on our way," Talia commanded.

"You heard the lady!" Cora called out.

Wait, what?

Pascal didn't believe this could really happen, but a pair of women grabbed him. One strong sailor had his right arm, another his left. The women shoved him forward, knocking him off balance. Someone pulled out a contraption made of leather and mental. It came with a specially shaped cage along the front. He had seen chastity belts, of course. In fact, Pascal remembered one drunken party where the Duke of a foreign land had insisted on showing off his wife and daughters, all of whom were equipped with chastity belts. It was "to protect their virtue, and to remind them of their status," claimed the lord the manor.

As a diplomat, Pascal had nodded along and pretended not to notice the burning shame along the women's cheeks. No, they didn't like having portions of their body denied to them, but they wouldn't speak out of turn. As young women, they needed to cooperate; they had to rely on the largess of this man, whether they liked it or not.

And now, it seemed it would be Scipio and Pascal's turn.

Instinctively, Pascal wanted to fight. The urge was there, itching just beneath the surface of his skin, like he might be able to make a pair of fists, jump up onto his feet, and swing out with his limbs. Maybe he would get lucky and knock someone back?

No, he reconsidered. That would not be lucky. That would not be lucky at all. If anything, he would risk getting tied up to the mast just like his best friend.

Then again, maybe they didn't need the rope. At one point, he tried to pull his arm away from the sailor on his right. As he tried to yank his arm free, it felt as though he was held in place by steel shackles. He yanked and twisted, fighting as hard as he could, but he wasn't strong enough.

Then a woman strode forward, and she slipped the belt around his waist. She cinched it tight. Next, she lowered the cage for his cock and his balls. She slid his shaft into a narrow opening. He couldn't believe that these women were manhandling him like this. At the same time, he tried to speak. It was what he did best.

But they weren't listening.

"Please, we need to talk about this. We need to negotiate," he growled out.

"We don't negotiate with boys," said one of the women. She was laughing at him, and there was nothing he could do or say to make her stop.

Despite the sounds of the waves, the laughter, the conversations in tittering chortles from the women, Pascal still heard the next part. The locks clicked into place, one after another. There were at least four on his chastity belt. Then it was done, but the women weren't finished with them.

After all, the inspector had issued another command.

Both Pascal and Scipio were forced down below the main deck, into the narrow hallway, and down another stairwell to the hold deep within the bowels of the ship.

When Pascal saw the cage, he couldn't believe it. He started to yank and thrash, pulling and twisting as hard as he could. At one moment, he thought he might be able to slip free, but the women readjusted their hold on him, and soon the black, metal cage was opened up, he was pushed down against the leather padding, and then the top of the small prison clanged shut.

The women stayed around for a couple of minutes, admiring the two young men who had now been stripped of their clothing, their fine swords, trapped in chastity belts, and were now confined like animals.

For his part, Scipio had burned through the last of his patience, so now he held onto the smooth, iron bars and snarled at the women. "I'm going to make sure you pay for this," he promised. "I will make sure that each and every one of you pay for this indignity! You have made a powerful enemy of my house," he promised.

With those declarations, he only made it worse.

Perhaps the women would've grown bored after just a few minutes. But now they discovered a new game as they strode forward, reached into the cage, and stroked the boys.

Pascal worked hard to pretend he absolutely despised those teasing caresses. Although he didn't rage against the bars, nor did he threaten his captors, he still seethed. Of course, that was a purely emotional and intellectual response. Some part of him still enjoyed the way those fingertips could caress his naked ass, up along his back, down his sides, or along his limbs.

Eventually, Scipio dipped his head down. He was trying to hide from these women. Braced on his elbows and knees like a dog trapped in a crate, he refused to cooperate. He wouldn't give them the entertainment these women craved. That's why the women inevitably headed back up. Besides, this was a sailing vessel, and they had any number of tasks that required their attention. Teasing the boys may have been fun, but they still had work to do.

Once they were left alone, Pascal felt like he had to say something, "Are you okay?"

"This is madness," Scipio insisted. "This is complete and utter madness."

Pascal wasn't sure whether or not he should agree, but that's when they both heard her boots as she strode forward. She walked between the other crates and boxes loaded with trade goods, only to step in front of them. Captain Cora Demore exuded her same usual confidence.

"What is the meaning of this?" Scipio demanded.

"Oh, are you going to get upset? Are you going to get angry?" the captain asked with this teasing lilt.

"I'm more than upset," Scipio said, his voice low, cold, and dangerous. If he hoped to intimidate her, he had to be sorely disappointed. "I am utterly enraged. Everything I said, I meant. You will pay for this."

"Actually, you’re going to pay for this," Cora replied as she glanced down at her fingernails. She looked positively bored. "Remember, I warned you. I told you what the Empire was like. You chose not to believe me. And why was that again?"

Pascal searched for some way to defuse the tension, but it was obvious the captain intended to tease this Prince. Perhaps he had tried her patience; perhaps, just having him saunter around her ship as though he had owned the entire vessel had grated on her, so now she enjoyed seeing him brought low, just like this, especially because he could push up against that the lid of his cage, only to hear the locks jangle and clang as reminders of his captivity.

"Now, I recommend both of you boys enjoy the rest of the trip. When we arrive, I'm sure they're going to be several people who are interested in seeing you."

Pascal sucked in a breath. He realized that this might be his last chance to speak with the captain, so he centered himself as best he could. Despite his circumstances, he couldn't allow himself to become flustered or angry. He understood how dangerous the passions could be, especially when it came to delicate negotiations. "Captain," he began. "Please, one more moment?"

"What is it?" She sounded bored, but at least she had paused. She glanced over her shoulder, and she seemed intrigued by the diplomat.

"I understand that you are only following the customs of your people, but perhaps you could release us? Perhaps we could simply remain out of sight?"

"No," she said.

"What about our clothing? Do we have to be naked down here?"

"Ask very, very nicely," she said.

This was a test, and he knew it.

"What difference does that make?" Pascal asked, although he did his best to make sure his tone remained respectful.

"Sweet boy, you are asking for a favor. Generally speaking, the boys down in the hold are safe. More importantly, I think it's important to that my crew members be able to come down here and inspect you whenever they like. Clothing would obviously make that far more difficult. Besides, there's also the direct question of potential threats."

"We are outnumbered," Pascal said as reasonably as he could. "What threat could we possibly present to you?"

"We are in the middle of the sea," she replied. "Dangers abound. What if you had a lockpick stowed away in your jacket, hidden within the folds of your cloak, or maybe in those trousers of yours? You could escape and start a fire."

"We would never do something like that," Scipio promised.

"I'm sure that's how you feel now," Cora Demore replied. "But you’re boys. Boys get excited. They make mistakes. Perhaps you would be running around, attempting to foment some kind of insurrection among the boys on my crew. Perhaps you would get upset?" After another. Second, she shook her head from side to side, "No. That is not a risk I'm willing to take. But if you like, we can talk about this again, later, perhaps after we dock."

"How could something like this happen?" Scipio asked.

Although he clearly didn't expect a response, Pascal couldn't stand the boredom. He wished he could get back to his pack, to the books he had brought. When one woman had walked by, he had been tempted to call out and make the request, although he could already imagine the smirk on her face.

A boy reading? What was the point?

Perhaps he could have made some kind of argument. In fact, there was a justification already glowing at the back of his mind. These women believed boys were meant to be inferior? He could use that. Maybe he could have said something about how he enjoyed reading books, not for his own edification, but so he could be a better conversationalist with the women around him.

His stomach a tightened when he realized many men at the royal court employed the exact same excuse. If a nobleman's daughter wished to learn from tutors or ancient tomes, then she would be derided for her misplaced ambitions. Why would a woman need to learn? What was the point? If she could become a scholar, and if she lacked the intellectual foundation to truly understand the materials, why bother? Clearly, her time would be better employed studying weaving or one of the other "feminine" arts. And yet, a few of those noble daughters had made the argument that their husbands might want some intellectually stimulating conversation. She could do that, but only if she was allowed to learn first…

Pascal had been aware of this argument. It was one of those minor controversies that bubbled up in the background at parties and in a few side conversations here or there. Only now he was on the other side, and he understood the bitter taste of this frustrating justification.

"We didn't do our research," Pascal said as he answered his friends question. "This happened because we made mistakes."

"We made mistakes?" Scipio growled. He grabbed onto the bars of his cage and pulled. Part of him wanted to pace back and forth, to vent some of his anger and frustration, but that obviously wouldn't work, not here.

Perhaps he could have shouted? He could have yelled, demanding attention. Perhaps he could have insisted on an audience with the captain.

Something held him back. Ultimately, he understood that these women could do whatever they wished, which prevented him from uttering those demands. They had already suffered these humiliating indignities, but it could be so much worse if they highlighted their own helplessness.

"When we arrive in the Empire, we will have an opportunity," Pascal said.

"I will threaten war with them," Third Prince Scipio declared. His voice was low, cold, and dangerous. It resonated with the power and authority of an entire kingdom.

Strictly speaking, the Third Prince could not declare a war; that privilege and power only belong to the King. And yet, the women of the Empire didn't know this.

Pascal opened his mouth as he considered whether or not he should tell his friend this could be a bad idea. What if the women didn't care? What if they decided he was only bluffing? How far would Scipio be willing to go?

Instead of contradicting his friend, the diplomat told him, "We must be careful. We must be cautious. We still don't understand what they are capable of."

"For one reason or another, the women of this part of the world have gone insane, and the men have allowed it to happen. If I get my way, you will tame them."

Pascal dipped his head down. He looked along the length of his body. He was still bent forward, down on his elbows and knees. He could roll onto his side, but that was pretty much it. Neither of their cages allowed for any meaningful movement. He could roll onto one side or the other. He could stretch his arms or legs if he flexed and try to slip them out from between the bars of his cage, but that was pretty much it.

Perhaps the temptation proved to be too alluring because Pascal had to ask, "What would that mean?"

"In this nation, they think women can rule? I will show them that they are wrong. If I have to, I will bring one of our armies, I will crush their Navy, and I will make sure they learn their place. Women were never meant to rule," Scipio said with all of the fury and dignity that a member of the royal house could muster for himself.

"We'll see," Pascal said.

At some point, he had fallen asleep. Pascal hadn't even paid attention to what time of day it might be. How long had he and Scipio been locked in these cages?

Too long.

They emerged slowly from sleep. It was dark down in the hold; maybe there were flickering lights, but that was it. Then he realized something. The soft caresses gliding along the side of his face and up through his hair weren't part of some dream. Startled, he tried to sit up as much as he could, only to bang his head on the top of his cage.

"Shush," came a quiet, female voice. Because she whispered, he couldn't tell who was speaking. He blinked a couple of times, and his eyes adjusted to the low illumination.

"Pascal, would you like me to let you out of that cage?"

It was the captain, he realized. With one hand, she stroked to the top of his head. Now, her fingers dropped down to his neck, and she was caressing him, petting him like he was some captured canine.

Frustration immediately flared along the back of his neck, down to his shoulders, and straight into his gut. For a second, he truly wished he could just growl back something like, "Get out of here. Unless we've docked, I don't want to see you." Of course, his profession required Pascal to control his tongue. Unlike the Third Prince, this boy couldn't growl through promises that might never be. He understood the importance of words and language, how the right sentence dropped at the right moment might alter the course of history…

Besides, it felt really good.

"I asked you a question, boy," she said moments later. Her tone hadn't shifted; she sounded playful, like she was enjoying this time with a trapped male.

"Yes, please," he said.

"Put this on," she said. That's when she dropped something down into the cage.

He picked it up and held the black, leather collar in his hands. He had seen plenty of dogs wear similar pieces. Right away, his nostrils flared, and he studied be smooth leather. The light flickered along the black material, and he wondered if the conversation would be enough to wake up the prince.

Apparently not.

"Why do I have to wear this?"

"Consider it to be sign of your good intentions."

"You just want me to behave like a pet," he said.

The captain didn't disagree. "You know, it can be fascinating when you think about the nature of rarity. Out in the wider world, disobedient boys are common. Men rule most of the nations, if you want to call them that." Despite the dark, he could still make out that amused expression on her face, like there was something entertaining about this notion. She continued, "And yet, within the Empire, an educated boy can be something of a novelty. Then there is you, Pascal Drake. I think you're going to be very popular. But before you get snatched up, I think I would like to have some time with you. What do you think of that, boy? Would you like to come back with me to my quarters?"

If he had been bolder or more aggressive, maybe he would have fantasized about escape. Then again, they were on a boat in the middle of the sea. Did he really believe he could escape? What kind of fantasies could he indulge? Scipio might have been impulsive enough to grab a blade and try something stupid. Pascal, however, was wise enough to understand the limitations of his situation.

So instead, he studied the tip of her nose, the full curves of her lips, the way the candlelight glinted off of her eyes, and the sly smile she wore. It was hard to discern the curves of her body underneath her clothing like the courtesans back home. She derived respect based off of her mastery of the sea and her capacities of command. She didn't need to entertain the men around her…

And yet, there was something about the way she watched him.

Another man may have had trouble reading her intentions, but Pascal had learned to follow his intuition. And as he did, his shaft twitched in the chastity belt. He could feel his member strain against the confines of metal and leather. As some of the moisture drained away from his mouth, he tried to look back toward his friend.

"Don't worry. The prince will be fine. This is an offer only for you. None of my crew members would be foolish enough to try to take advantage of him. Besides, he strikes me as somewhat feral."

Pascal still hesitated.

"If you like, you can take this as an opportunity to learn more about the Empire. I might wander the Mar Obscurum, but I'm still loyal to my people."

What insights might he be able to pluck from their time together?

Pascal couldn't decide if this qualified as a facile justification, but he intended to find out. Despite the embarrassment running along his skin, he slid the collar around his neck. She only made it worse when she said, "Good boy." Then she easily took out the key and slid it into the lock on his cage. Moments later, the lid opened, and now he started to stand. She reached out, and she grabbed him by the collar. A metal ring now dangled just above his collarbones.

She pulled him forward, and he stumbled down onto his feet. He turned back and saw Scipio, still asleep in his own cage. When he faced the captain again, he saw that she had taken a leash out of her pocket. She let it dangle just a few inches away from the tip of his nose.

She was waiting to see if you would argue or try to resist.

He didn't, so she leashed him, and then she tugged. She walked him forward, and he kept his eyes downcast.

The ship wasn't especially large, so they soon found themselves in front of the door to her cabin. She opened it and motioned for him to go inside.

A small lantern glowed, revealing her desk, her bed, and the window out to the darkened sea.

Just as he turned around again, he saw her pounce. She rushed toward him, even as she yanked on his leash, knocking him off balance. In the next moment, she shoved him up against one of the wooden walls. His back hit the smooth surface just as her lips came into contact with his. Maybe she came in fast, but it was the gentle caress her mouth against his that sparked those desires deep within his body.

"What, what is this?"

"Whatever I want it to be," promised the captain.

If he wished to say more, he didn't get the chance because her mouth was on his again. Not only that, she grabbed his wrists and pushed them up against the wall behind him. He had never felt so helpless with a woman before. She held him tight, her grip solid and sure in a way he had never experienced before. At the same time, her lips and tongue continued to dance along his mouth as she teased him. At one point, she bit his lower lip so this flash of pleasure and pain washed over him.

Then she dropped her hands down along his forearms. She barely caressed him. She stroked his biceps, along the underside his arms, and down to his flanks. Then she found his chastity belt, and she tugged on it.

"Good, let me out," he said.

"What makes you think I have the key?"

"You're the captain of the ship," he told her.

"Say that again," she ordered.

"You, you are the captain of the ship," he told her, his voice shaking and stuttering as she leaned forward and started to kiss the contours of his neck. No woman had ever touched him like this before, so that the passion racing along his veins became more and more powerful. The desires ripped through him, making it harder and harder to think.

At the same time, his shaft twitched in the chastity cage. He wished he could have dropped his hands down and ripped through the leather and metal contraption. For just a moment, he wondered how many women from his land had felt the same way. How many of them had yearned for the chance to touch themselves, only to feel the cruel, cold steel between their legs?

Although she confused him, he spared some sliver of his intellectual capacity to glide one hand along the curves of his belt. Next, he tried to grab it, to pull or rip through the materials. Just as he had expected, it didn't budge. It was snug around his waist. The women of the Empire had spent quite some time developing chastity belts for men. They were comfortable, but restrictive, binding, and impossible to escape without a key…

In the meantime, as Pascal's cock continued to push against the balance of the cage, Cora enjoyed herself. She had to be able to sense the frustration flaring along his skin, but that's when she pushed him down onto her bed. She straddled him and grabbed his wrists once more.

He expected her lips to come down against his mouth all over again, but she had something else in mind. "I am the captain of the ship, and you are my cargo. Say it."

His lips tightened and pulled back slightly. As he sucked in a breath, he could feel the cool air against his gums and teeth. At the same time, he wished he could just shove her down onto her back and take her. But no, that wasn't how this worked.

Between Pascal and Scipio, the prince was the superior fighter. As a man who preferred to reason his way through life's challenges, he had learned how to the use a blade, but Pascal could never match his friend’s passion for the discipline. And yet, Cora Demore had easily defeated the Third Prince. While Scipio had channeled the best of his skill and aggression, Cora had only been amused by the royal's best efforts.

"You are the captain," he told her. Glinting with amusement, she kissed his neck, his chest, and she slid her hands down along his thighs. Her fingers just barely touched him, leaving these tingling sparks of sensation running hot along his flesh. She knew exactly what he wanted. Of course, she would make him earn it. His voice still shook, especially because he didn't know if he could force himself to say that second part.

"Go on," she told him. She grabbed his wrists again, pinning him. She locked them down against the soft fabrics of her bed. He had felt silks like these before, but never back home.

"You're the captain, and I'm your cargo!"

"Are boys meant to be cargo?"

"Yes," he gasped out. "Boys are meant to be cargo!"

That's when she unbuttoned her blouse and shrugged it off. She removed her breeches, her boots, and even her undergarments. Layer by layer, she stripped. In the golden light of her lantern, Pascal watched as this beautiful woman revealed herself.

He saw her breasts, the contours of her legs, her slender shoulders, and she allowed her hair to fall around her shoulders and knees in cascading waves.

The moisture drained away from his mouth, and that's when she kissed him again.

Not only that, she pulled his hands up toward her chest and now he had his palms pressed against the curves of her breasts. He squeezed and savored that soft give. She was firm and yielding at the same time. Of course, she may have been naked now, but that doesn't diminish her control. She was the captain of this vessel, just as he had said. And Pascal? He qualified as little more than cargo now. He wasn't even a passenger.

As those thoughts ran through his head, she continued to tease him. She kissed him on the mouth. Next, she went for the left side of his neck, then he's right. At the same time, she spread her legs and pushed down against his thigh. She was rubbing on him, using him like he was nothing but a toy.

"I love the sound of your voice," she said. "You're such an articulate boy. You're not like your friend down there. He is little more than a brute. With the right amount of training, maybe your so-called Third Prince could learn to be an obedient husband, but I think you have far more potential."

"Thank you?" Pascal said diplomatically, yet he couldn't hide that lilt of uncertainty.

She grinned, savoring his awkward answer. And then she whispered into his ear, "Beg me for sex."

His body went rigid. At the same time, he felt that desperate pulse of desire right between his legs. This time, he didn't pause or hesitate at all! "Please. Please, take me. Use me. Let's have sex. Please!" The words may have sounded awkward and he stumbled some, but the desperate desire was right there, simmering and swirling beneath the surface of every syllable.

"I'm going to shackle you to my bed," she promised. "And then I'm going to have my way with you."

"Yes, Captain," he said.

She may have been a capable sailor and fierce warrior, but hearing that boy use her title made her giggle almost girlishly. She was a young woman, and she had this toy, and she could play with him. It was her prerogative as the captain…

He hadn't noticed the restraints before, but now he felt those silken shackles as she pulled his right arm up toward the corner of her bed. She looped a restraint around his wrist, drew it tight, and he instantly understood that he wouldn't be able to break free. Maybe the silk was soft, but it would be incredibly strong. He tested it, pulling the material, only to experience a strictly limited balance of movement. His arm could swing a few inches in any direction, but that was it. In the meantime, she tied down his other wrist.

Then she went for his ankles.

When she had him naked and spread out, he expected freedom from the chastity belt.

If she pulled out a key, she could unlock him and release him. He would experience that anticipation right between his legs. He would harden instantly. The rigidity would grip him, and he’d close his eyes as she rode him. She wanted to be on top? That was fine with him. As long as he could get some relief, Pascal would count himself lucky.

"You're a diplomat," she said it. It wasn't a question. "You're a diplomat, and you have that dexterous tongue. Let's see what you can do with that," she said.

With her thighs pressed against his sides, she straddled him. She held up the key, and then she very carefully placed it on the small desk off to the left. Then she touched the first two fingers on her right hand to his bottom lip. At first, Pascal didn't understand what was going on.

"What can you do with that tongue, boy?"

She expected him to lick; she expected him to serve her.

Obediently, he lifted his head, he wrapped his lips around the contours of her two fingers, and he started to suck. "You're not using your tongue," she said.

As a diplomat, he had traveled much of the Mar Obscurum's perimeter. He had visited different kingdoms, duchies, and other territories. Along the way, he had spent much time with different men, soldiers and ambassadors and merchants. Oftentimes, around fires, the men would chat about the women they had left behind, and the females they hoped to someday conquer. One point was always consistent. In fact, Pascal flashed back to a spice dealer who had gotten drunk and lectured his compatriots, "You should never service a woman. A woman belongs on her knees. It is her duty, right, obligation, and privilege to suck my cock!" All around the campfire, the men cheered, as though this had been one of the most noble declarations or speeches they had ever heard.

Although he smiled, Pascal hadn't agreed. And yet, there was still that idea lodged somewhere behind his eyes. Women could look so beautiful down on their knees. He thought of running his fingers along the top of their heads, through their soft hair, taking a firm grip, and gliding a pretty set of lips up toward the tip of his shaft.

Of course, his cock twitched again inside of its cage.

Unable to resist the temptation, Pascal tensed and twisted against his bonds. He pulled on those silken ropes, tensing his muscles and fighting. No, he didn't really think he could escape, but he had to vent that frustration somehow, especially because she kept her fingertips right there against his bottom lip.

"I don't want you to just suck," she said. "Use your tongue." Yes, those words were a command. She had given him an order, and she expected his obedience.

What if he disobeyed?

As though she could read his mind, she smirked down at him. The corners of her mouth rose up, and the corners of her eyes crinkled with impish delight, "You could try to fight, and maybe I would just leave you here. Or maybe I would let some of my girls come in and have some fun with you. What do you think of that?"

He froze, and he stared up at the captain. She couldn't be serious.

Could she?

"Serve me," she commanded. "I am the captain of this vessel, and you are my cargo."

He had said it before. He had admitted it, giving this woman exactly what she craved.

Despite what all of his former compatriots and comrades had told him, Pascal used his tongue. He licked her fingertips. In doing so, he served her. He was spread out, naked, on his back, collared, leashed, and still confined to a chastity belt. He licked her fingers, and then he opened his eyes. He stared up along the length of her arm to her neck, her slender shoulders, and the beautiful contours of her face.

She was lovely, but she would never make a good wife, he immediately decided. Pascal didn't consider himself to be especially aggressive when it came to the fairer sex, but he carried those unspoken beliefs as did most men from his home city.

She pulled her hand back, and then she straightened her back. She threw one arm behind her, bracing her weight against her knuckles. Then she slid her glistening fingers along her sex. She stroked her opening, gently gliding, touching, and massaging her opening. Heat played along her body as she enjoyed those sensations. Desire swirled and spun at her core. The need grew more and more powerful with every moment.

"I feel so good," she said. "I like having you here, Pascal. You are such a good boy, especially when you are naked, spread out, and all mine to play with however I see fit."

His lips parted, like he wished to say something, only then he realized it didn't matter. She was basking in the truth of her power and authority. As a captain, she controlled the destinies of all on board this ship. Even so, there was something intimate about knowing she could do whatever she wished with him.

Right then and there, he really did feel like cargo. He was just a toy, an object to be used however she saw fit, and he still couldn't break free.

He tugged against his bonds.

"Do that some more," she said, her voice vibrating with feline satisfaction. Yes, she stroked her moistened crevice, but it was obvious she expected more from this boy.

"I can't get away," he protested.

"That's not the point. I want to see you do your best. I expect you to fight and fail."

He narrowed his eyes into angry slits, but there was nothing he could do about it. Ironically, he channeled his strength into his arms, all while the anger simmered within his chest. She was toying with him; she was playing with him. To the captain, this was just a game. He was a distraction and a diversion.

As she pleasured herself, he squirmed beneath her. Apparently, she enjoyed the way the side of his chest rubbed up against her inner thighs, especially as she continued to caress her opening. "That's right," she said. "Fight it. Fight your bonds, boy. Show me what a captive male looks like."

Her breathing came quicker now. The heat gathered along her skin, and he looked up. As his nostrils flared and the tension played along his features, he jerked against the bonds again. This time, he yanked hard enough to make the small bed shake underneath both of them. She laughed. That beautiful, ringing sound echoed against the walls even as the vessel creaked and rocked around them.

She cried out, gasping. She moaned, letting those sounds resonate through his body.

But she wasn't done.

Without giving him any kind of warning, she came forward, straddled his face, and pressed her slit down against his mouth. In the next instant, he inhaled, and he caught the aroma of her arousal. That hot scent overwhelmed him for just a moment, and then he felt the soft, dampened pressure of her pussy against his mouth.

"Use those clever lips and that silver tongue to pleasure me," she commanded. "I'm the captain, and you are my cargo." She rubbed her opening against his face, sliding forward, then back. At the same time, she braced her weight against the headboard as she used him.

For those first couple of seconds, he didn't respond. Although the captain didn't seem to mind, Pascal knew he would have to make a choice.

What if he made the wrong one?

He remembered seeing the Third Prince, one of the most powerful men from his kingdom, get tied naked to a mast and spanked in front of the entire crew.

Pascal couldn't disobey.

He yielded to her authority; he bent to her will. Lifting his head, he licked. As the tension gripped his body, he opened his mouth, and he slid his tongue along her crevice. At the same time, he remembered that campfire and those other men. He remembered the sounds of their laughing. What would his comrades have said if they saw Pascal in this position?

They would have been dumbfounded. They never could have imagined a woman taking control like this.

Until now, Pascal hadn't anticipated it either. Yes, he had heard the rumors. And yet, they had always seemed like abstractions, these vague, amorphous ideas. Women in charge? The words seemed to make sense, but he was completely unable to imagine it.

Now he had no choice as he experienced captivity.

He yanked against his bonds. Although he had no hope of escape, he needed to vent those frustrations. She laughed, chortling and giggling. "That's right, boy. Show me what an ambassador can do! Show me how well a diplomat can lick!"

Even if some part of him hated this, his cock twitched and struggled against the bonds of his chastity belt. At the same time, he tried to speak. The sound vibrated up from his chest and along his neck, all the way to his mouth. Unfortunately for him, Captain Cora Demore had no interest in anything this male had to say. On the contrary, she used him as she rubbed her most sensitive part against his mouth. She used him, and then she commanded, "Deeper."

He obliged, sliding his tongue along the walls of her opening. He went deep. He could feel the swollen curves of her clitoris; soon, he was rewarded by the sounds of her moaning.

Obviously, he would lick her, servicing her. Although he gave her the pleasure she craved, she would want more. That's what he told himself as he flicked his tongue, going up and down, left and right. He went with these quick and elaborate movements as he attempted to pleasure her.

Her grip tightened against the headboard, she threw her head back, and she panted out, moaning from one breath to the next. Perhaps members of her crew would overhear their encounter. If so, she didn't seem to mind. On the contrary, maybe she even enjoyed making those sounds. Everyone would know that she had taken one of the boys in here.

Hot pleasure blazed through her body, and then she pulled back. Apparently satisfied, she looked down at him. "That was excellent," she said.

"Let me out of the chastity belt," he said. After another moment, he realized that demand might have been enough to break her pride or irritate her, so he tried again. "Please? Please let me out of the chastity belt?" He knew how to assert himself; he knew how to speak with conviction, only his shaft pushed against the curved boundaries of his chastity belt. Before this, he had always enjoyed the idea of an erection as a given. It was easy and obvious. It required no effort. As a man, he was entitled to that arousal...until now.

Somehow, this beautiful woman had taken command of one of his most important body parts.

She braced her weight against the mattress beneath them. She laid her head against her knuckles and pushed her elbow down. Then she blinked a couple of times and let out a slow yawn before telling him, "You know, I think that was enough for me for tonight. Now, it's chilly out there, and I don't think I feel like getting dressed again, so be my bed warmer tonight."

"Excuse me?" Pascal asked with far too much formality.

"You heard me," she said before she patted him on the head. "Now, stay quiet or I'm going to have to muzzle you."

He opened his mouth, stared at her, and he tried to imagine how this would go. Based on his professional experience, he liked to believe he could read people. And in that moment, he saw she absolutely meant it. There would be no convincing her. She lowered her head down onto his shoulder, grabbed a couple of blankets, and pulled them up along the bed. She covered both of them. At the same time, she smiled, "Your heart is beating a little faster. Is that because you are frustrated?"

"Yes!"

"Good," she said dreamily. She nuzzled herself up against him. With this boy spread out, she could enjoy the firmness of his frame. With one hand, she casually wrapped his leash around her knuckles and closed her eyes, all while he froze.

Locked in place by his own doubt and hesitation, Pascal didn't know what to do or say. Then he picked up on her rhythmic breathing. She had just fallen asleep.

At some point, he fell asleep as well. Frankly, he hadn't believed it could happen. With the lantern still glowing, he stared up at the low ceiling of her cabin, and he contemplated his own desires. At first, he had indulged in his fantasies. He thought of this beautiful woman, and he had imagined what sex might have been like.

Strangely enough, he didn't picture himself as some wanton conquer. No, he needed it to be realistic. And for a woman like this, she would settle for nothing less than absolute power, which meant he would have still been tied down to her bed. And yet, he pictured what it would've been like to feel the weight of her body, the tension of her slit, and the wet heat of her excitement as she rode him. She could spread her legs, take his cock, and impale herself with his manhood. Even if she rode him, taking her time and sliding up and down, it would have felt so amazing.

At several points, he attempted to growl and struggle, squirming against his bonds, although he knew it was futile. Maybe he just wanted to wake her up.

So what stopped him?

The threat of the muzzle.

She would do it, he knew.

After a while, however, the fatigue started to wash across his body. Although the arousal remained like hot embers hidden by sand or soil, the exhaustion caught up with him, and he soon fell asleep.

Before the sun rose, Cora awoke and prepared herself for her watch on the top deck. A little while later, Pascal woke up. A young woman, one of the crew, attached his leash, freed him, and escorted him back to his cage.

Once he found himself behind those black bars again, Pascal had to wonder if it had all happened as he remembered. Or maybe it had been some kind of strange dream? No, he remembered the taste of her arousal, the warmth of her body, and the sounds of her breathing, first as she came, and then as she slept.

Yes, it happened.

Part of him wished it might happen again.

"Now, I need to know just one thing," Cora said. She had come below decks and into the hold to see her cargo. Behind her, four of her crew members waited. They were taller women, broad and powerful. They had sweet features, and they wore smaller caps that were still quite similar to Cora's. "Are you boys going to behave?"

"What is that supposed to mean?" Scipio spat out.

"It's a simple question," Cora replied. "Even a boy should be able to understand it."

Although Pascal said nothing, he still shifted his position. He braced himself on his knuckles and knees, lifted his head is much as the cage allowed, and watched her. Perhaps he was hoping for some sign from this young woman? Maybe she would let her eyes linger on him? It sounded absurd, but maybe he was even hoping for a blown kiss or a sly wink to signify what had happened in the night...

"We will cooperate," Pascal said. "What do you want?"

"I want to make sure you don't cause any trouble," she said. "I want you to crawl out of your cages, hold your hands behind your backs, and get ready to be leashed."

"Leashed," Pascal said. His voice dropped, and there wasn't any real inflection in that simple repetition.

Scipio, however, reached out and grabbed the bars of his cage. "You have to be kidding me. There's absolutely no way I, the Third Prince, will tolerate a leash!"

"Oh? Does that mean you aren't interested in speaking with Lady Comnena?"

Both of the caged boys stared at her when she uttered those words.

"We have arrived," Cora said. "And her emissary is waiting to take you to her. From what I understand, he spoke with one of your associates back in your kingdom. Am I right?"

They had arrived? Just as importantly, Pascal flinched when he realized his friend had already started to make the arrangements. That made sense, of course. Scipio needed to prove his mettle as a diplomat. Even if he didn't have the natural inclinations for it, he must have prepared the way to some degree. And now Pascal knew how.

For several seconds, Scipio remained quiet, prompting their captor to chuckle. "It's okay. You just have to accept that the women around you will always be smarter and will always know more than you."

"That can't always be the case," Pascal pointed out.

"Perhaps not," she conceded. "But it happens often enough that it's always a reasonable assumption. Besides, it's hard to take a boy seriously even if he has good ideas, especially when he's leashed." That's when she pulled out the leashes, holding them up. "Now, who would like to meet with the emissary?"

"Have we really arrived?" Pascal asked.

"We have," she said, apparently patient. She had thrown a lot of information at the boys, and now she was waiting to see exactly how they would react and respond.

Over the course of the journey, Pascal had lost track of their progress. More importantly, he wasn't a navigator and didn't have a solid sense of this journey, or even their destination. Yes, most sailors knew how to avoid the Empire and its patrol ships, but that didn't require knowing their home peninsula's exact location.

"So what's it going to be, boys?"

"I expect my clothing. I expect my clothing, my weapons, and the key to this damned chastity belt," Scipio said.

"Pascal, would you like to try to convince your friend to cooperate?" Cora turned to the boy she had used, and her eyes twinkled. Then, with the sinking sensation deep within his stomach, he got the impression he was being tested somehow. But after this, he wasn't going to see the captain again. Presumably, she would take on fresh trade goods and depart again. As a woman with access to the Empire, she would always have a tremendous advantage over all of the other merchants.

He puffed out his cheeks for just a second and sucked in a slow breath. Although he didn't turn to face his friend, especially because he suspected Scipio refused to be viewed as some animal trapped in a crate, Pascal knew he had to get his friend to behave himself. "This might be frustrating or aggravating, but I don't think we have much choice. We have to cooperate with her. We have to play her game."

"Do we?" Scipio demanded, his tone low, cold, and dangerous. This was the intonation that must have frightened and intimidated dozens of servants over the years. Most of the time, Scipio might have been a playful fellow who only wished to go out and enjoy a good party, but he was still a member of the royal family. He understood what was required to intimidate those who served him.

"I think we do," Pascal said simply. "Whether we like it or not, we are strangers in her land, and we find ourselves in a very precarious position."

"You should listen to your friend, Scipio. I could always take you down to the slave auctions."

"You wouldn't dare," he said.

Cora strolled up to the front of his cage, leaned down, and looked right at the Third Prince. "Would you like to challenge me? Would you like to bet your freedom and your future on that possibility? Would you rather tell me that you're going to be a good boy who will yield to the leash?"

"Fine."

"Say it," Cora ordered.

Pascal couldn't believe that he was encouraging his friend, but he still uttered, "They're only words. They change nothing of substance."

"Very well," Scipio said. "We will cooperate. We will behave. We will do whatever you wish."

"I knew you would," Cora said.

"Please, do you have to treat him like that?"

"This is my ship," Cora told him. "If I want to play with the prince, then that's my prerogative!" She sounded so playful. She opened the door to Pascal's cage first, and he crawled out. At first, he found himself on his hands and knees, and at her feet. He looked up along the length of her body. Despite all of his accomplishments and experiences, Pascal still felt this surge of something he couldn't quite name.

When his eyes slid up along her legs to her blouse, to her shoulders, her slender neck and her beautiful face, he almost wanted to obey her. In that moment, she felt like his superior.

"Stand," she commanded.

He rose to his feet.

"Hands behind your back," she ordered. "Cross your wrists." Again, he complied.

She brought a set of metal shackles up to his wrists. They were slender and shined like silver. These weren’t the rough restraints that might have been used on a prisoner back home. If anything, they almost seemed too decorative?

"Now the leash," Cora told him. She attached it, hooking it onto the small ring at the base of his collar. "Now, do you need a muzzle?"

"No," he said flatly. "I don't need a muzzle."

"Are you sure about that?" The captain was teasing him, he could tell. Even so, there was nothing he could do about it.

"Yes," he said. At the same time, he resisted the temptation to argue or fight back. He was already restrained, bound by the chastity belt, collared and leashed once again. This time, he turned back toward Scipio's cage, and Pascal knew how he must have looked. At the same time, he could read that note of frustrated rage simmering just beneath the surface of his friend's features.

"Good boy," she said. She leaned forward and whispered into his ear. "When I see you like this, I definitely want to ride you hard."

Although he schooled his features and kept them neutral, Pascal still felt that twitch right between his legs. And now the captain turned back to the other cage. "What about you, boy? Are you ready to cooperate?"

"Yes," he growled back.

She opened his cage and restrained him just as well. Then, only a few seconds later, she escorted both of the boys back out onto the top of the ship. They had no idea what they were about to find.

The ship was docked, just as she had promised. And yet, when they stepped out into the fresh air, Pascal blinked. The morning sun was rising, and a warm breeze washed along his mostly naked frame. Both of the men were escorted forward like dogs out on a walk. He tried not to think about that, only then his eyes adjusted to the brightness, and he found himself staring at the impossible.

Back home, the largest buildings only stretched two or three stories into the air at most. Even then, those were precarious, and quite a few people refused to live or work in them considering how frequently they collapsed. But here, Pascal couldn't believe it.

His eyes locked on these tall, square, and rounded buildings. They stretched up toward the heavens. He saw these Golden yellow domes, these massive palaces, huge Bastian's, enormous walls, curving walkways, and people. There were so many people! At first, he didn't know what made the population strange to his eyes, but he saw these women, young and old, strolling along the promenades. The layered and curved streets that ran beside the river seemed relaxed as they enjoyed the morning.

"Come along," Cora said. She tugged on their leashes, and she guided them along the gangway and back onto shore. Once there, they found a trio of women standing there.

"I trust you had a safe journey, Captain?" asked the woman.

"I did, Lady Comnena. Pascal Drake, Third Prince Scipio, allow me to introduce you to Lady Theodora Comnena. Scipio, I think you're going to make an excellent husband for her."

Pascal spun on his friend. "What?"

Scipio opened his mouth to speak, only the color drained away from his cheeks, chin, and forehead. Eyes wide, he stared at the beautiful woman in her short dress, tight corset, and short, black boots. She seemed at ease with herself as she watched this young man. "Don't worry, boy. I'll be gentle as I break you in."

"What is this? What's going on?" Pascal demanded since speech had apparently abandoned his friend.

"Oh, my. I guess they didn't understand what was going to happen to them when they arrived," said Lady Theodora. "Girls, please muzzle these boys and see that they are properly loaded into my carriage."

Right away, Pascal tried to step back, only to bump up against a couple of Cora's sailors. They grabbed him, and his arms were already chained behind his back. Someone brought a muzzle up and over the top of his head. He was about to speak, which meant opening his mouth. He could feel the leather strip push against the sides of his mouth. He tried to growl out, only the words failed him. A mishmash of noise escaped his throat, and that was all.

At the same time, the Third Prince suffered the same fate. Women muzzled the boys, and soon pushed them down onto their knees. Not only that, different women put their boots down on the boys' backs, trapping them.

"You know, I might be able to save you a trip to the auction house. What you think of coming back to my estate? I really appreciate everything you have done, and this merchandise is going to be quite lovely, I'm sure," said Lady Theodora. "I'm also having an appraiser come by."

"It would be my honor," Cora replied.

The boys were locked in cages again, loaded up, and draped in black sheets. Although there were the occasional bursts of light, and he could tell which direction the sun came from, that was all Pascal could discern. Even so, he could hear the sounds of women talking around them as the carriage clattered down the cobblestone street.

Where are they going? What was going to happen?

And what was all of that about Scipio becoming an excellent husband for this woman?

In the other cage, Scipio struggled. He tried to pull against his bonds. He attempted to spit out to the gag. Squirming from side to side, he rolled around as much as the metal bars allowed. Unfortunately for him, the women of this land knew how to keep the men caged and controlled. Sure, he could struggle and fight, but it changed nothing.

Pascal forced himself to remain patient once again. Even as the carriage clattered around him, he closed his eyes and did his best to relax.

Despite his best efforts, he couldn't let go of that tension. The frustration continued to burn through his body. After a little while, he tried to tell himself he was angry or simply aroused. After all, he hadn't been freed from his chastity belt. He never imagined he could become so eager after such a short time.

And yet, those desires were still there, lodged deep within his core.

Finally, the carriage rolled to a stop, and several women picked up his cage. He was being carried along. He couldn't see anything through the black sheet.

He could hear doors opening. They walked down some kind of hallway? He listened intently and picked up on the sounds of their echoing footsteps.

Then they lowered him to the floor, and someone pulled away the sheet.

It was Cora, and she wasn't alone.

Scipio grunted and growled. He tried to kick out against the side of the cage. He fought as hard as he could to break free, but nothing seemed to work. Whether he liked it or not, he was still trapped here.

He had heard stories of other members of royal families who had complained about their gilded cages. For Scipio, as the Third Prince, he had always enjoyed the benefits of wealth while knowing that he would probably be able to escape the responsibilities of the crown. Rather than focus on unrequited ambitions, he enjoyed himself. And now, he thought he was going to forge an alliance?

Someone pulled the sheet away from the cage, and then the woman from before opened up his cage. She lifted the front gate, and she told him to squirm out. With his hands still cuffed behind his back, that proved to be difficult, especially because there was no one to help him.

She crouched down and looked into his eyes. "Boy, you can do it."

His nostrils flared.

For a moment, he was tempted to try to stay inside of the cage. Out of sheer stubbornness, he could have remained there, simply because she wanted him to come out. They were in a large bedroom, immaculately furnished with a huge, fourposter bed, a small desk, a sitting area, and the walls were covered in these amazing paintings. Each one was two or three times the size of anything Scipio owned. This single chamber probably contained more wealth than his family's royal treasury…

He squirmed out of the cage and soon found himself on his knees.

Lady Theodora raised her foot, pushed her heel against his shoulder, and knocked him down onto his back. From there, she placed the bottom of her boot against his sternum, and she rested her hands on her hips as she looked down at him. "First off, I would like to thank you for making a long journey. Second, I know why you are here. You wish to propose an alliance, do you not?"

His eyes narrowed to angry slits as he glared at her. Again and again, he wished she would withdraw, fall back, and cower before him, just as so many previous servants had done. He remembered when he had been a young boy, and he hadn't quite understood the kind of power he wielded. He figured it out soon enough, especially as he playfully chased some of the servant girls through the wings of the Royal Palace.

Only now, he was just a plaything for her.

Lady Theodora dropped down onto her knees, and now she stroked his neck, his cheeks, and his chest. His heart boomed in his chest, especially because she pulled something out. It was a key.

"You know, in this land, we have a tradition. To see if a boy is truly ready to be betrothed, he is taken out of his chastity cage, and his intended gets to play with him all night. I want you as my own. I appreciate your lineage. More than that, you’re handsome, and I think you would look amazing crawling at my feet. I know. I know. It will take some time to disabuse you of the foolish notions you have learned. But don't worry, Scipio. I will train you. I will be more than just your wife. I will be your owner, your teacher, and your guardian."

Still gagged, he jerked his head from side to side.

"Oh? What's that? Would you like to speak? Does the prince have something he would like to say?"

She no longer had her boot on his chest, but she still slid her fingers along his body. Although Scipio tried to deny it, if only to himself, he could feel those instincts awaken beneath her soft caresses. There was something about the feel of her hand at that made him squirm and wiggle underneath her. He still had his wrists locked behind his back. It would make getting up difficult, but he couldn't just succumb to her attentions, could he?

"I'm going to inspect you, boy. I'm going to play with you and see exactly, whether or not I intend to keep you as my husband. I know. You have come a long way. What kind of disappointment would it be to get sent back?"

He grunted at her.

"Nuzzle the palm of my hand, if you want me to take the muzzle out of your mouth," she instructed.

She raised her arm, flattened her hand, and held her palm just an inch above the tip of his nose.

Was she serious? Did she really mean it?

He was royalty! He was entitled to dignity and respect!

And yet, he seethed there on the floor of her gorgeously appointed chamber, and the moisture drained away from his mouth. He bit down into the gag. The leather yielded under the edges of his teeth, but it also pushed back his tongue and made it impossible for this boy to articulate anything beyond a grunt or growl. If he wished to speak, then he had to play her game.

One last time, he jerked against the metal restraints. The smooth edges bit down against his wrists, and they might even leave bruises, but that was his fault, since he continued to fight as hard as he could. He kicked out with his feet and slammed his heels down against the plush carpet, but that didn't do any good.

"Now," she said. "I know you're just a boy, but you can figure it out. You know what you have to do."

Reluctantly, he tensed his neck, lifted his whole head up, and he nuzzled the flat of her palm just as she expected.

That's when she rolled him over. She pushed him down onto his stomach, and she loosened the clasp on his gag. He spat it out right away.

Then he filled his lungs, and he got ready to...What? What was he going to do?

As a boy, he had imagined himself as some powerful warrior. Although he had spent many long hours in the training cages with a blade in hand, it wasn't enough, he knew. He was in a foreign nation, surrounded by these powerful women, and they had no problem controlling him from one step to the next.

"That's right," she said as though she could easily read the frustrated storm of confusion playing out between his ears, "You don't want to struggle, do you? You just want to be an obedient boy for me. You want to surrender and accept your place. You are just like all of the other men. Yes, you grow up with these errors all around you, but you can discern the truth can't you? Deep down, you understand who you are meant to be. You're a boy, and boys need to be owned. Boys need to be married, trained, and controlled. That's why you are going to be my boy, my trophy, my pet prince." As she spoke, she stroked him again. She casually brushed her fingers along his body.

"No, that's not true," he said, but there wasn't any certainty in his voice. He felt like a young man speaking with his tutors again. He had skipped over their required readings, and now he didn't know the correct answers, but he thought or hoped he might be able to bluster his way forward.

"Yes, it is," she said.

That's when she rolled him onto his back again. She straddled him, leaned down, and kissed him.

His eyes widened. He tried to hate this. He tried to fight it with every ounce of willpower he possessed.

She broke off the kiss, leaned down, and brushed her cheek against his. "You are a boy, and boys are meant to serve. Boys are meant to obey."

"I won't surrender to you," he growled back.

"You already have," she said. She slid her hand with her middle to fingers pushing down against his sternum, his stomach, his pubis, and then against his chastity belt. "You just don't know it yet."

"What, what you talking about?"

"You can feel it, can't you? I can see it in your eyes. Despite your gruff manner, you are a slave. You can feel it. Maybe that's why you came here in the first place?" She sounded genuinely curious, like this was an intriguing notion.

"No, that's not true."

"Are you sure about that?" Lady Theodora whispered as she claimed this boy. A wedding could take place later. The priestess would be there, and their union could be sanctified. Just as importantly, the government officials would record his status as her husband, and a collar would be locked around his neck. But for now, she intended to explore his body to discern whether or not he was truly worth her attention.

She thought so, but one could never be too careful when it came to a transaction such as this. Besides, she needed to confirm her suspicions. She wanted to look into his eyes and see him break.

Perhaps he didn't understand this, but he was close. He was so much closer than he could have ever believed. His defenses were brittle, his beliefs unsteady and uncertain. Despite his performance to the contrary, he sensed her superiority, and now she intended to take advantage of him.

"You already nuzzled my palm like an obedient boy. What else can I make you do?" Lady Theodora asked.

She kissed him again.

At the same time, she reached down between his legs and slid her fingers along the right side of his left thigh, then the left side of his right thigh. She toyed with him, gently scratching him or caressing him with her fingertips. She made sure he didn't know what might happen next. His desires grew more and more powerful. That much was obvious as he squirmed and struggled beneath her.

In the meantime, she kissed him right until that moment when he let out that telltale little moan.

"How did we capture you?"

"You forced me to surrender at sword point," he growled back.

"That's not what the Captain told me," she said. "According to Demore, you fought for the privilege of coming on board her ship. Deep down, maybe you knew the truth? Maybe you believed the rumors, and you were hoping they were true?"

"No, that's not true. That's not true, and you're never going to make me say it."

"Oh yes, I will," she promised. "And all it's going to take is a little key."

She sat up on top of him, straddled him, and then she leaned down, revealing the contours of her cleavage. Granted, he tried to remain focused on her gaze, but there was something about the contours of her neck and the swell of her breasts that drew his attention. It was this animalistic urge, something he could not resist.

"Would you like to know how we discovered the truth? Would you like to know how we've grown so much more powerful than you?" She pulled back and grinned down at him. He saw the way the light glistened along her lips. He tried to open his mouth, to speak, but she raised one hand and touched a finger to his mouth. That was enough to silence him.

Lady Theodora continued, "It's simple. Five generations past, our Queen lost her husband. You see, our land was just as backward as yours. Back then, the King ruled, and the queen served and supported him. But after a hunting accident, she found herself alone on the throne, and something awoke within her. She saw her people, and she saw them struggling. There wasn't enough food, there wasn't peace or security. There wasn't tranquility or prosperity. Soon, she came to a conclusion. Her female subjects had no problem working together. Sure, there was the occasional infighting or backbiting, but it wasn't like the males in her court. Aggressive Dukes and the court argued and fought among themselves. They had these little fiefdoms, and they wanted to excel at the cost of those around them. And so, the Queen instituted a new rule. Anyone who wished to rule would have to wear a chastity belt for at least one year. She would be the key holder."

The Third Prince absorbed those words, one after another. He tried to block out the sound of her luscious voice, only he couldn't do it. More and more, he was learning about this land. He wished he could have called it backward or broken, but he had been allowed to glimpse the canal; he saw what these women had accomplished.

"The boys thought they could handle it," she said, her voice still flowing conspiratorially, like he was hearing some special little secret. "These men believed they were powerful. And if they could go for a year and chastity, they believed they would be able to take control. They thought this was just a silly game, some way for the Queen to hold off the inevitable."

"I don't care," he said.

"Don't you?" Lady Theodora taunted him. "Just think about how you are feeling right now. Think about the sensations running through your body. Think about what this is doing to you." She slid her hand down between his legs, grabbed onto his chastity belt and tugged on it. The shift in pressure made his cock twitch. He tried not to think about it, especially when he had this beautifully powerful woman on top of him.

"I feel fine," he insisted.

Lady Theodora laughed. The beautiful sound rang through the air and vibrated along his skin. "You are feeling the first tendrils of obedience slide onto your handsome body. You are feeling those first urges to obey me awaken within you."

"No, that's not true," he insisted.

"That's what the aristocrats believed. They thought they could handle it. But guess what? She didn't simply keep the keys to their chastity belts on her person. No, she had copies made. She handed them off to the boys' wives and lovers. Soon, the men found themselves on their knees, begging for the chance to get out of their chastity belts."

"At least one of them would have succeeded," he said.

"Only temporarily," she agreed. "You see, the women discovered that the boys could be tied down, freed, teased, trained, and then locked right back up. Maybe they were allowed the release of an orgasm. Maybe not." She clicked her tongue and giggled like this was an amusing little joke.

"What? Do you think it's going to happen to me?"

"I think it already has happened," she said. "For you, it's not a transformation. It's just an awakening. Maybe you had to surrender to us. Maybe someone drew a blade on you. But guess what? I don't care about that because I own this. When I own your cock, I own you, boy." The words may have been crass, but she delivered them with this soft, gentle eloquence that made him squirm their beneath her.

"Now, if I slipped out of this corset, would you be grateful?"

"What, what do you mean?"

"You would like to see me naked, wouldn't you? I've already inspected so much of you. Now, maybe I should return the favor?"

He locked his teeth together and pulled in another breath.

"Say, please," she commanded.

Prince Scipio wasn't supposed to behave like this. He wasn't supposed to consider it. After all, he was a prisoner. Royalty could be held hostage, but that wasn't what happened here. He hadn't been captured. He had only been tricked. And yet, another little voice told him that he had come here of his own volition.

As his nostrils flared, he glared at her.

"Please."

Then he blinked, surprised. Apparently, even Scipio himself hadn't expected to succumb quite so easily.

"You see," she said. "You were never born to rule. You were born to follow. You were born to obey." As she spoke, she reached up behind her back, and she pulled on those strips of lace. Suddenly, her corset loosened, and she pulled it off. One whisp of hair fell across her face, and she leaned down again. At first, he studied the beautiful contours of her breasts and the dark flesh of her nipples, only then she was kissing him.

He soon lost himself all over again.

The Prince had been with other women before, but he had always been able to take control. He had always been in charge. What was wrong with him? What was happening to him?

He refused to believe anything she had said. Even if these people had spoken the truth about how the women had taken control, he refused to accept it. But even as she kissed him, his shaft strained against the bonds of his belt all over again. He could feel the contours of his manhood shoved against the boundaries, and he couldn't break free. She had him. She could take him out of that belt with a key. She could unlock him and free him.

Then she pulled back, and she asked, "Would you like to lick one of my nipples?"

"Yes."

"You know what you have to say. Go on," she told him.

"Please?"

"Oh, that bothered you, didn't it? Just a little bit of etiquette just grated on everything you believe, didn't it?" Theodora mocked him with each question, especially because he knew the answers.

"I'm not playing your game!" he snarled back at her.

"Cute," she replied. That's when she stretched forward and braced her knuckles to the left and right of his head. Suddenly, the tip of her nipple was right there, only a few inches away from his lips. If he raised his head, he could...

No!

Defiant, Prince Scipio focused on his anger.

It didn't work, not when he could feel that other urge, a different instinct.

"You want to lick my nipple," she said, her tones, almost hypnotic. "You wish to serve this need. You can feel it deep within your body. This is who you are. This is what you are meant to be." All across the Empire, women made these comments to the boys in their lives. They showed these men exactly where they belonged.

"Please," he said. He didn't know why he broke. He couldn't comprehend how his mind and will could be bent so easily, but then she lowered her nipple down a little more, and she gave him permission. "Suck, boy. Use your tongue. Show me exactly where you belong. That's right. You should be on your back, shouldn't you? You belong exactly where you are because I own you."

"No, you don't."

"Maybe not yet," she said. "But soon enough. And hey, maybe your friend will be there for the ceremony. Wouldn't that be nice?"

Scipio tried to push the sounds of her taunting out of his mind, especially when he tensed his neck, lifted his head, and wrapped his lips around her nipple. He licked, gliding his tongue along the lowest point of her nipple, up to that tip, and along the top. He swirled his tongue to the left, to the right. He pleasured her.

Scipio was rewarded with the quickened breath of this beautiful woman. Her breathing fluctuated, and he almost grinned. Maybe he would be able to seduce her? Perhaps he would be able to take control? As far as Scipio was concerned, there was a natural order to the universe, one where women knew how to obey.

Only then she lifted herself up again, and she looked down at him. "No," she told him, as she guessed his thoughts. "You won't be able to seduce me. But you will be on that bed, chained down, and utterly helpless."

"We'll see about that," he said.

This time, she did not rebut his point. Instead, she pulled something from her pocket. He saw the key, and it bounced once before dangling right there in front of his face.

"You will lay down on the bed. You will spread your legs. You'll get ready to be taken by me, by your owner, whenever I see fit."

She lowered her head down. Her breath was right there against the contours of his ear.

"And as you start to service me, I may consider letting you out of your chastity belt. That's what you really want, isn't it? Well, I have your key. That means I own you. I own your cock, so I own your mind and your body."

Again and again, he tried to summon the will power to argue with her, but he answered, "Yes, my lady."

She jumped up onto her feet, giggled, and pointed.

It took a few seconds to move, but he rolled up onto his knees, and then he walked across her chambers.

Just as he started to turn around, she pounced, grabbing him and pushing him down. His hands remained cuffed behind his back, making it impossible for him to outmaneuver her.

Soon, she spread his legs, and she pulled up the shackles. She ensnared his ankles, first the left, then the right. And just like that, he was stuck right there.

She straddled him again, only this time, she kissed him. From there, she lifted his neck, then his chest, and stroked her hands all over his body. "Yes, I think you have so much potential. You could be such an obedient slave, don't you think?"

"I’m no slave!"

"Oh, did I say slave? I'm sorry. I meant husband," she replied. "The Empire is stronger because we don't really recognize the difference between those two words." The corners of her eyes crinkled; she was amused and playing with him.

He glared up at her. Yes, he could read the mirth playing along her face, which only added to the aggression pounding through his chest.

Then she stripped. She pulled off every remaining article of clothing to reveal the contours of her neck, her bare shoulders, her flat stomach, the curves of her breasts, the contours of her hips, and the smooth lines of her legs. He studied the musculature along her body. Lady Theodora may have been an aristocrat, a merchant, and a powerbroker within the Empire but she was also a gorgeous specimen of femininity, which meant he couldn't resist.

She kissed him and pressed her breasts down against his body.

She toyed with him for long minutes.

There was something so soft and delicious about her body, the taste of her lips, and the heat passing between them. Then she slid back, and she held up the key again. "Tell me you're going to be a good boy."

"I, I will be a good boy," he promised.

"Tell me you will serve me," she ordered.

"I, I will serve you." Perhaps he sounded angry. So what? He still surrendered to her. In the end, that was her only goal.

She unlocked his chastity belt and removed it, taking away those different, restrictive components until his shaft stiffened.

She reached down and stroked his balls. She toyed with him, moving her fingertips up and down along his length. She made him squirm and struggle all over again, but he still couldn't escape. He couldn't even kick out with his feet or raise his heels off of the padded cushion.

And then she kissed him again before she sat up straight. "Tell me you are eager to use her mouth to pleasure me."

Scipio fought so hard; he attempted to refuse. And yet, he was looking up at her. If he had been somewhere else, and surrounded by his comrades, then maybe he would have been able to cling to his old beliefs. But right then and there, in her chambers, it seemed as though the rest of the universe had somehow faded away. Lady Theodora became everything.

Yes, he had reached out to her. He had sent messengers. He had tried to convey something special.

She wanted an alliance, it turned out, just not one he had ever been able to imagine.

"Please, may I serve you?"

She didn't answer him. Instead, she simply straddled his face, pushed her sex down against his mouth, and issued command, "Lick, boy."

Lick, boy.

Despite everything, he wished to believe about himself, he obeyed. He surrendered to this woman and her authority. He gave her exactly what she craved: his obedience, his service, even his dedication. In those initial seconds, he tasted her sex. Fluttering ran through his body, especially because he understood what he was doing. He knew what this meant.

She could keep him. She could keep him collared and leashed. She could put him back the chastity belt…

It didn't matter.

He plunged his tongue in deep, stretching the walls of her pussy as he licked. He could feel her clitoris. Not only that, he listened to the sounds of her moans as the excitement ran through her body. She savored this. She savored this and so much more.

With a cry, she pulled back, but she was not done, not yet. She grabbed his cock and lowered herself down. She claimed him, and as she started to slide up and down, Scipio understood that he would never be able to escape.

If she decided to keep him, he would become her husband.

And if she didn't want him? Then he would stay here as a slave…

"Where is he? Where is the prince?" As a loyal servant of the throne, Pascal was responsible for his friend's safety.

Cora crouched down, she looked into his eyes, and she asked, "What was that? I'm sorry. I can't understand you when you're muzzled." The corners of her eyes crinkled with amusement. Yes, she was enjoying this. Yes, she loved seeing this boy in this position. He glowered back at her, but it didn't do any good.

By now, he had been released from the cage. He was standing, but he still had his hands locked behind his back. Just as importantly, there was the collar around his neck, and she held onto his leash.

"Tell me. What can I get for him?" Cora asked.

That's when Pascal realized that there was another woman standing behind him. He jerked around his much as he could, only to see a redheaded individual. She had wavy tresses, and she smiled at him. "Hello, boy. Don't worry. I'm just here to assess your value."

The moisture drained away from his mouth as he heard those words and understood what they meant. In the Empire, he wasn't a diplomat, nor did he qualify as some kind of explorer. On the contrary, he was an uncollared boy, and now he could be sold off. Part of that process meant determining what he might be able to fetch at an auction house. He had been to countless sales where oxen, cows, horses, chickens, and other beasts were put on display. Merchants wandered around, checking out limbs and teeth as they searched for signs of weakness or vitality.

The woman came up behind him, and she grabbed his ass. She pinched him. From there, she caressed his chest. She squeezed his rib cage before looking into his eyes. She ran her fingers along the top of his head and back down his neck.

"You mind if I remove the muzzle?"

"Go for it," said the captain.

Women loosened his gag. He spat it out, but neither Cora nor the assessor seemed to mind. Instead, she pushed his lips back, and she inspected his teeth. He glared at her, his eyes sharp. "This one looks feisty," said the woman.

"He is."

"And how did you come to possess him?"

"He wandered onto my ship," Cora replied.

Pushing his fingers down into his palms and forming a pair of fists, Pascal concentrated on launching himself forward. He needed to assert himself, to remind these women that he was an independent man capable of his own thoughts, and he certainly didn't qualify as a slave, chattel, or anything else.

"Well, I believe you are very lucky woman. I'm guessing he would go for at least seventy."

"I see," she said.

The women chatted for another couple of minutes, but Pascal still didn't interrupt.

Why not? What was wrong with him?

Eventually, the assessor left, and now Cora stepped in front of him. These apartments were far nicer than what she enjoyed on her vessel, yet that changed nothing about her stance or her demeanor. She had her hands on her hips, and she explored his naked body. Then she leaned forward, and she told him, "I have made a decision. Would you like to know what that is?"

Before he could answer, she put her hand on the back of his neck and shoved him down onto his knees. Perhaps, if he had fought, he would have been able to remain upright. And yet, this woman did something to him. Just like his friend, Pascal discovered how it could feel to be so casually owned by a woman who knew exactly how to break through his defenses and wrap his will around her decisions.

She cupped the sides of his head between her palms, and she pushed his head back, forcing him to look up along the length of her body. "I've been thinking about taking some time off, maybe a couple of years to relax and enjoy myself. My first mate can handle my ship. But you know what has held me back? There is an important question. What would I do with all that free time? Now I know."

"What are you talking about? Please, tell me."

"I like it when you beg. Do it some more," she instructed as she tapped the tip of his nose.

He hated playing this game, yet he saw no alternative. "Please, just tell me what decision you have made." At this point, she let go, so his eyes dropped down to the floor. It felt as though from gravity. It held him in place, like he couldn't stand on his own, not without her permission.

She strolled behind him and walked over to one of the closets. "Please. Please just tell me what you want."

In the next moment, she came up behind him, and now she pushed him forward. She unlocked his cuffs right as his forehead pushed down against the thick carpet. His hands came away, and maybe he was about to jump to his feet and push himself up. Instead, her voice cut across the air, "On your hands and knees, boy."

What if he disobeyed?

As hard as he tried, Pascal couldn't do it. Just like his friend, he was discovering the overwhelming, intoxicating power of these women. They knew what they wanted; they knew how to shape the boys around them. Even if Pascal had grown up in another world, it didn't matter.

And that's when he felt the toy. There was the smooth contours of glass braced against her harness. He looked over his shoulder for just a moment, and that's when he saw her harness and the toy she wore. It was an artificial shaft, smooth and cylindrical, poised and aimed right for his opening. His eyes widened as she braced one hand against the back of his neck. He was down on all fours, and he was exposed.

"Take it, boy. Take it, and I may let you out of that chastity belt."

She had already slipped some kind of lubricant along at the contours, so when she pushed forward, his body took that toy. She penetrated him inch by inch, thrusting in slowly, pulling back, and listening to those vibrating moans that reverberated through his frame.

He grabbed onto the carpet, pushing the threads against the palms of his hands. At the same time, he wished he could break out and fight her.

Pascal couldn't.

He was trapped. He was helpless. He was in this land as her boy. "I'm keeping you," she promised as she rode him. He pushed forward, drew back, thrusting slowly again and again. He fought hard to hate this with every fiber of his being, but his shaft strained against the contours of his chastity cage. He couldn't help it. She ignited something within him, so now those blazing fires of arousal pulsed through his body, growing stronger and stronger, like a forest fire sweeping across mountains of dried tender.

"I, I can't take this," he gasped out.

"You can, and you will. Why? Because your mine. You are my pet boy, my slave, and if you're very, very lucky, I might even marry you. Wouldn't you like to be my obedient husband, following me around, constantly leashed, and occasionally put on display."

"Display?" He didn't even mean to gasp out that word, but some instinct took a hold of him, and so those sounds spilled out.

"Absolutely," she promised him. "You’re a handsome boy, and you look even better when you help."

She lowered her hand down to his shoulder, and then she threw herself forward, shoving the toy shaft deep within his body. Again, he fought so hard to hate it, but he failed completely.

She drew back again. She shoved forward. She pumped into him, showing this boy what it was like to get penetrated, what it was like to get owned. And as she used him, she re-sculpted the kind of man he would be. Just like his friend, Pascal learned to yield. It started with a surrender at sword point, only now these women demonstrated what they were truly capable of doing to these hapless males.

Finally, she jerked back.

She rolled him onto his back, straddled him, and looked down into his eyes.

She held up the key. He had only shut his eyes for a few moments, but that was all the time she needed.

This time, he wasn't bound. He wasn't tied down to her bed, nor was he restrained with his arms behind his back. This taste of freedom changed nothing, especially when he looked up into her eyes. Cora held up the key, and he didn't even reach out for it. On some level, deep within the cells of his body, he knew he couldn't take it from her.

"Mine," she said. Was she referring to the key or this boy? He couldn't know, and it didn't matter because she unlocked him. She freed him from the chastity belt, and then she shoved him right back down. She mounted him, claiming him. Fresh waves of need rolled through his frame, growing stronger and stronger with every second. She took him and kissed him. She claimed him, rubbing her body against his. She seized that boy and showed him exactly where he belonged.

He had become property. He had climbed up onto her ship, and in doing so, he had unknowingly declared himself to be a boy in search of an owner. And as she kissed him and used him, he knew this was where he belonged.

As she rode him, his shaft pulsated. She cried out. With her eyes locked shut, she straightened her back, raised her chin, and surrendered to that explosion of bliss and satisfaction.

When they were both spent, he looked up at her. "Thank you. Thank you, my lady."

"Such a good boy." As she started to lock him back in the chastity belt, she waited to see if he would fight. He didn't. And for that, she told him, "Since you're being so obedient, I think I can take you to the ceremony."

"Ceremony?"

"Your friend is getting married. You're both going to be owned," she promised.

With that, she secured the final lock and sealed his new status as her plaything.

The End
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